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The work of the machine shop in building machines is to make each part to the required 
shape and size. 
--K.H. Moltrecht 




My heart in hiding stirred for a bird,-- the achieve of, the mastery of the thing! 




















when to walk away 
Will rubs the fresh blood into the grease on his hands. They are hot and muddy, and he 
turns them front and back in the cool air of the AC unit jammed into the window.  The red mixes 
with the grime, turning black the way air oxidizes the unprotected surface of freshly ground 
steel.  In the shop, it only takes seconds for the ethereal blue, still wet from the coolant that 
washes over it as the grinding wheel bears down, to cloud over with a dark patina.  It is rust, and 
if the steel is not treated immediately it has to be ground anew.   
He sits in Sharla’s chair, uncomfortable on the cushion rutted to fit her ample ass.  The 
office is empty, the others leaving to follow the body.  
The phone drones off the hook.  He hangs it up, leaving smudges on the green-grey 
plastic.  He touches the row of five ice cube clear buttons, resting a digit lightly on the ruby red 
one at the end. 
Today is not a day.   
Greasy invoices litter the desk like hamburger wrappers.  The cryptic weights, sizes, and 
quantities of parts and deliveries are identified by a complex series of codes and numbers that 
beg to be misinterpreted. 
He opens a manila envelope covered with grimy fingerprints like scrap paper at the 
police blotter.  Dozens of time cards spill out, four columns wide filled from top to bottom with 
black time stamps.  IN.  OUT.  IN.  OUT.  Quickly now, he sees a flipbook picture-show of data, 
stamped times cataloguing the hours spent removing steel, one-one thousandth of an inch at a 
time.  One card equals two weeks of in-out, in-out.  In by six, six-thirty, seven.  Out by three, 




the shop crunches like a broken lightbulb when it stamps each card, four times a day, five days a 
week, six if they come in on Saturday.  The hours marked like X’s carved with a sharpened 
spoon onto a wall record the days passed by men who never see the sun. 
It looks like Stan has worked twelve-hour days three times this week.  Stan likes to lean 
against the machine as if he were its missing part and spit on the metal as it grinds.  Andy’s 
hours don’t vary by more than three minutes, week in and week out.  He is the epitome of clock-
work.   
Their names are printed in blocky letters at the top of each card. 
David Truggles. 
Truggles.  The name means nothing, in fact its newness distances him from Dave 
himself--as if Dave was the one who lied about his identity, not him.  He is ashamed that he has 
to learn Dave’s last name in this way, when it no longer matters.  He imagines mail stuffed in a 
rotten wood box on the outside of a doorjamb, offers for 21.99% APR for Mr. Truggles or 
Current Resident. 
The next card is his own, even though the name on it never was. Charlie Lowe.  He 
doesn’t think he can go back to being Will Reid; he can no longer be Charlie.  Four days of 
grinding away at solid steel, of filling buckets with debris and sludge, and of scraping the floor 
chipped away at who he used to be and who he was becoming.  His hands leave red-black marks 
on the cards.   
The money box is hidden in plain sight under a coffee mug from Fischer Lumber, Inc.  
Sharla already explained that it is useless to put the helpers on the payroll--they never last more 
than a couple of weeks.  Except for Dave. 




He takes about two hundred dollars in fives, tens, and twenties and evens the limp stack 
like just-shuffled cards.  Dried blood and grease don’t look all that dissimilar.  He makes a 
money roll and puts it in his pocket.  When you’ve just killed a man, he thinks, it doesn’t make 
sense to wait for someone to pay you. 



















interview at the Ohio 
Will Reid did not quite feel himself as he passed by the flimsy Japanese lanterns, the 
imitation folding screens stamped with white-faced and red-lipped geisha, and the angular letters 
of the Ohio Room of Authentic Pan-Japanese Fusion Cuisine stenciled on the cotton white 
squares of the paper wall.   It had taken his parents, Ethan and Dottie, years upon years to finally 
out-wait his usual apoplectic refusals to even entertain the idea of working at one of their 
restaurants.  Now that he was finally here, he wanted to make sure he screwed it up. 
   He knew the hostess, Karyn, by the nametag pinned to the breast of her polyester 
kimono.  Plump, sexy, and fresh from Scotland, she had a small red stone stud in the side of her 
nose.  She smiled, following the basic rule of service industry: the customer is always attractive. 
“Good afternoon and welcome to the Ohio Room” she said, waving at the mostly empty 
tables set before the panoramic surprise of Portland basking in the summer sun.  “Table for 
one?” 
“Don’t you feel a little stupid saying that?” he blurted. 
Her accent let her get away with the stiff formality of the greeting.  Nobody in this 
country said good afternoon anymore.  It was stilted, foreign, and exactly the type of thing Ethan 
and Dottie Reid would enforce.  They had four near identical Japanese-themed restaurants 
perched on top of hotels in downtown Portland.  They were all named after Japanese salutations 
because Ethan thought the words would be instantly familiar to potential clients, even if they had 
no idea why.     
“I bet the owner makes you say that,” he said. 




She kept the professional smile, but narrowed her eyes.  The smart ass had finger-brushed 
hair, slap-ironed clothes, and a slightly effeminate jaw.  He was cut from the general blend of 
guys in this rain-smeared state: pasty like those in the British Isles with whom Oregon shared a 
longitude, but rail thin and fragile instead of thick and ruddy.   
“’Good afternoon at the Ohio Room,’” he repeated.  “It’s confusing.  Why not say ‘thank 
you’ for the ‘de nada’ or ‘hello’ to the ‘adios.’”  She shook her head and found a plastic sheet on 
the podium.  But he couldn’t stop now.  “Don’t you know Ohio means good morning?” 
She wiped red crayon into to an irritated smear on the laminated table chart and cast a 
quick look for help.  Only one table was taken.  A silver haired couple sipped on sake from small 
wooden boxes and dismantled their sculptured appetizers deftly with knife and fork.  The 
bartender prepped lemons and chatted to a blond waitress also in a kimono.  The tissue Karyn 
was using to clean the chart disintegrated in her hands. 
“For fuck’s sake, hello is hello,” she said, her Scottish brogue forgetting her costume.  
“Are you here to eat or not?” 
The silverware clicked to a halt as the refined couple looked over to them.  They were 
both well-coifed and wore white linen clothes that would have been more appropriate for a 
Caribbean cabana than for overlooking the tree covered mound of Mt. Tabor to the north.  They 
both held their utensils in the European way, knife and fork poised at acute angles to the plate 
like jazz percussionists with brush sticks.  He waved to them, an urge to drink, eat, and enjoy. 
“I’ll bet they aren’t American,” he said.  “You can tell by how they hold their knives.” 
“Do we have a problem here, Karyn?” 






“I have no idea, to be honest.” 
“What’s it going to be?”  He dropped his arms and Will saw that his name was Brad. 
“No problem, Brad.”  Will said.  “I’m here to see Chuck.  I probably should have said 
that from the get go.” 
“Is he expecting you?” Brad asked. 
“Don’t tell me I’d be interrupting,” Will said, pointing at the near-empty place.  He 
laughed; he was the only one.  “I’m here for the job.”  
“Is Chuck doing interviews?” A hint of worry crept in to Karyn’s voice.  “I didn’t know 
he was interviewing anyone.” 
“It’s a job interview,” Will offered helpfully. 
Greg nodded grimly as he reviewed his short-term memory, and apparently found 
something familiar. 
“He did say something about a one o’clock,” he admitted.  “Are Mr. Reid’s kid?” 
The silver-haired couple were back to sipping from their sake boxes and the man lit his 
companion’s cigarette with a thin, golden lighter.  He leaned back slightly and fit one leg suavely 
on top of the other at the knee.  Definitely not American.   
“It’s Will,” he said.  “Will Reid.” 
“Christ, you could have said so,” Greg said.  “I got this, Karyn.  Don’t worry about it.” 
Karyn ripped out a fresh tissue and went back to worrying her seating chart. 
Will shushed after Greg over the casino-like constellations on the dark carpet.  Japanese 




inked calligraphy framed in black lacquered frames.  He knew for a fact that the characters had 
nothing to do with food, but they were the cheapest artwork available.   
Brad steered past the occupied table to check on the couple.  Close up, Will saw that in 
the unusually bright sunlight he was wrong about them.  The woman’s face was old and haggard, 
barely held together by her lips painted an unnaturally hot pink.  The man’s linen suit was also 
old and more crumpled the closer he got. 
“Got any more of this socky?” the old man slurred to Brad. 
“Sure we do,” Will said, elbowing past Brad to grab their two empty sake boxes.  He 
hissed, “Sprechen zie Deutch?” 
“What did he say?” the woman asked in a Midwestern nasal pitch. 
“Don’t worry, ma’am,” Brad said, both stepping in front of Will and forcing him 
backwards.  “I’ll take care of those drinks for you.” 
At the bar, Greg tossed the two empties in the sink and pointed to a chair.  
“Just sit down and wait.” 
The waitress sucked iced tea from a straw and slowly turned pages of the Oregonian.  
Greg leaned over and whispered something to her before disappearing behind a paper screen. 
“Hey,” Will said.  “Give me you honest opinion.” 
She barely looked up. 
“Do you think I’m management material?” 
Without answering, she walked behind the bar and prepped a pair of sake boxes.   




The office door was open.  Chuck had an Aqua-Velvet shine on his clean shaven cheeks 
and thick black glasses that magnified the middle-management desperation that must have been 
growing in his eyes since his days as merely an assistant editor on his high school yearbook. 
Chuck shook Will’s hand and backed up to give room in the narrow space.  There was a 
thin desk crowded with an out-dated computer, a printer, manila envelopes, stacks of menus, 
invoices, a couple of glossy magazines, and a large white board covered with a complicated 
diagram of first names and last initials, days, and shifts.  Chuck kicked a  folding chair forward 
into Will’s knee and ignored the grimace of pain it caused. 
“It’s Will, right?  Let me be straight with you.” 
He waited for Will to sit down. 
“You dad asked me to put you on the floor and show you how we run things.”  It wasn’t a 
question.  He had yet to blink, a fact made all the more obvious by the degree to which his eyes 
were magnified.  He pointed to the matrix of names in red, blue, and green marker circles 
connected by lines on the white board as if that explained his pain.  “But there’s no way I can 
hire you without slashing the hours of my staff.  I’m not happy about that, but that’s how it is.” 
“Can’t we do the interview?” Will said.  “I was really looking forward to it.” 
Chuck took a meditative breath and studied the names.  He wiped dashes into the lines 
with his forefinger. 
“If you really want to help, you can help me figure out who to cut.” 
A vein pulsed on Chuck’s forehead. 
“Can’t we all just get along?” Will said. 
“Who should it be?  Brad?  Karyn?” 




“I always play it straight with people, so don’t try and blow smoke up my ass.  Your 
father owns this restaurant.  So, once again, who do you think I should fire?” 
Will leaned back in his chair and stuck a foot against the edge of the desk. 
“How long have you been working here, Chuck?” 
Chuck eyed him. 
“Coming up on two years,” he admitted. 
“In the last two years, how many times have you had to talk personally with my dad?”  
Chucks holographic eyes finally blinked, slowly, and when they opened he looked tired.  “I’ll 
take that as not much.” 
“Your father’s done a lot…” 
“For an immigrant.  I know.  Hell, he says it all the time.” 
Chuck spun a pen around his thumb like a high school science fair runner-up. 
“Let me tell you a secret,” Will said.  “My parents have been hounding me for ten years 
to work for them.  They’ve been chipping away at my feet for so long, trying to leave me with 
nothing to stand on except for them.  Do you hear what I’m trying to say, Chuck?”  Chuck 
flipped the pen around the back of thumb, caught it briefly with his forefinger, and sent it 
twirling back the way it came.  “You can tell Ethan I came in and it didn’t work out.  You can 
tell him I tried to molest your hostess.  You can say I never came in.  But one thing is clear.  




shooting at the ‘vern 
The ‘Vern had been called that ever since the first two letters, “TA”, on its neon sign 
burned out.  Half-pints of Pabst Blue Ribbon were still a few cent under a dollar and a game of 
pool only cost a quarter. 
“I don’t get you,” James D’Abo said. 
“There’s nothing to get,” Will said.  “I don’t want any hand-outs.” 
Will watched the balls ricochet after the break.  He sank an easy solid and looked for his 
next shot in dismay. 
“Use a little finesse,”  James said, shaking his head.  
Will sighted down his cracked bar cue over the loose plastic tip at the three ball and 
jabbed like he wanted it dead.  The balls spun wildly and now one of James’ stripes rolled to a 
stop on the lip of each of the six pockets. 
“Let me see if I get this straight.”  James gently tapped in one of the easy ducks sitting in 
the pocket.  He had the habit of whispering the number of the ball as he hit his stroke.  “Eleven.  
Your folks set you up with a job downtown on top of the Hyatt.  Fourteen.  But it’s not really a 
job.  They don’t need you there, and they don’t really want you there.  Nine.  In fact, you don’t 
even need to work.  Just show up, or not, and you still get paid.  You don’t even have to wash a 
dish.  Twelve.  You would have zero responsibility, and you wouldn’t even have real hours.  
Thirteen.” 
“What do you know?”  Will said.  “You’re a photographer.” 
“You’d also get out of the house,” James loped around the table, ignoring him.  “And you 




“Nice run.  I said, ‘no way.’  Take your shot.” 
“I need to understand something.”  James carefully chalked up the tip, blew on it.  “You 
say no to the parental charity fund, right?  Right.  So, your honor remains intact.” 
“Mind your own shit, Freud.  Just shoot.” 
“You take people for granted, Will.  That’s your problem.  Eight in the side.” 
The ball fell into the pocket and rolled noisily along the inner track that funneled it back 
with the others lined up behind the cloudy oblong window. 
James bounced his cue stick. 
“You always have.” 
“Watch what you say.”  He wanted to be much angrier with James than he was.  He was 
more pissed off with the embarrassment.  He envied James’ confidence and his lazy face that 
was at odds with his near boundless energy.  “Or I’ll say your pictures are shit in my review for 
the Nor’Western.”   
“Write whatever makes you feel better.”  James leaned his cue against the wall.  “I got to 
go.” 
“Hey, I was just kidding,” he said as James walked away. 
In between the cue rack and the chalkboard sign-up, blurred gray by years of names 
waiting to play pool, was a sign simple announcement: 
helper needed 
$8/hr 
very dirty work 
contact Sharla 





Once a month, Will wrote a profile of a café or club for Nor’Western Roads.  Jim 
Kowalski, an editor transplanted from Pasadena whose mother spoke a broken English and 
Polish, offered the usual seventy-five dollars up front for Will to cover the First Monday art 
galleries in the warehouse district in the northeast. 
Jim’s office was on the second floor of a clean red-brick building across the street from 
the Hyatt and the Ohio Room. 
“I’ve always thought my contributors do a better job with money in their pockets,” Jim 
said as he counted out three twenties and fifteen ones.  “Just write about what’s hanging on the 
walls.  You know what I mean.” 
It was the closest thing that Will had had to a steady job in his thirty-one years.  He felt 
the pressure.  He circled the unassuming warehouse twice before parking in the street. 
Under the track lighting mounted on the exposed pipes in the warehouses, people drank 
champagne from plastic flutes, keeping their backs to mostly average art.  A half-dozen of 
James’ textured photos occupied a decent spot not too far from the free drinks, but most of the 
people were more interested in each other than the walls.   
Will speared dice-shaped bologna with a toothpick and drank a Henry Weinhard.  He 
recognized the cut of tailored suits of the up and coming yuppies because his father wore a 
similar cut, only more expensive.  Half of these yuppies with gel in their hair would give up their 





 A woman with ink black hair and a magnetic neckline ran her fingertips across the 
textured surface of James’ photos.   
He dropped every thought he had of trashing the work watching her fingers touch the 
glossy strips of paper woven together into a visual matrix. 
Ten minutes later, on a pad of paper he found in car, Will composed a rant against 
materialism, made embarrassing love to the woman with jet black hair, and proclaimed that local 
artist James D’Abo, and James D’Abo alone, could truly represent art and the artful life--a 
concept he laid out for his readers in a series of rapturous but fractured descriptions of a single 
falcon in flight, its tail etching the sky like an ice-skater’s blade marring the surface of just 
frozen ice. 
Of the five pages he filled and jammed into an envelope and sealed without a second 




learning the ropes 
As a kid, Will Reid got his butt kicked up and down the green Portland streets by packs 
of his unquestionably American counterparts.  The ass whippings continued with regularity until 
his accent was fully Americanized, in effect purged of the colonial toffee tone he couldn’t have 
helped but pick up from his parents.  The tow-headed vigilantes wore milky-poo cub scout 
uniforms and went to summer camp for three weeks and pounded him mercilessly during the 
remainder of summer and the six-week periods of elementary school until he learned, finally, to 
stop wearing short pants and trousers, and switch to shorts and jeans.  While he escaped to that 
inner safe place where landed punches sounded as far off as rain on a high roof, he took the time 
to diagnose exactly what other foreign traits his parents had branded him with, and fix them.  He 
took visual notes on how normal people talked and walked and compared them to his parents.  
The results were shocking.  Before he trained himself to open his eyes, he had never given a 
second thought to a man crossing his leg at the knee.  Or buttoning one’s shirt to the collar and 
tucking it tightly into one’s ironed short pants.  If he were to see what puberty was all about, he 
needed a make-over. 
“I need shirts, mom,” he said, stressing that last ‘O’ in his nose. 
“You have a closet full of shirts you never wear, Willie,” Dottie said. 
“T-shirts,” he whined.  “And stop calling me Willie.  It sounds weird.” 
“If the boy wants a shirt,” Ethan said, either breaking wind or shifting in his favorite 
chair, “buy him a shirt.” 
The more he parroted them, the roaming packs of basketball dribblers and pellet-gun 




again his mum), had caved in to his incessant nagging and learned the inelegant art of slopping 
together bland American cuisine: thick doughy pancakes instead of crepes (creps not crayps, or 
however it was that she heard these philistines butcher the word), greasy biscuits drowned in 
bacon gravy in lieu of her own mother’s recipe for scones and jam, and even her Shepherd’s pie 
forbidden in favor of a revolting meatloaf that Will would waste a half bottle of catsup on.  
Ketchup.  And God forbid she ever offered him some fresh bikkies and Marmite. 
It seemed easy enough to prove himself American at home, but Will had a harder time 
doing so away from the brown leather furniture that farted whenever he shifted his legs and his 
parents who didn’t even sit like Americans. 
He met Charlie Lowe in high school.  Charlie’s story was so Americanly dysfunctional it 
was beautiful.  He grew up in Texas until his parents split.  As the two hot potatoed Charlie in 
custody court, the judge ordered them to come up with just one honest reason each should have 
custody, rather than forty-seven indictments to have the other institutionalized or jailed.  When 
Mr. Lowe muttered something low and ominous and then refused to repeat it for the court 
stenographer and Mrs. Lowe would not answer unless given permission to first visit her car in 
the parking lot and then the restroom to, according to the stenographer, ‘powder her nose’, the 
judge made a slightly unusual ruling.  For a legal guardian, young Charlie was looking at a either 
a rock in Dallas with his unemployed and “by all appearances unemployable” alcoholic mother 
who rubbed her nose raw asking for powder room breaks and never once removed her sunglasses 
throughout the trial, or a hard place with his father who had already blackened one of those 
shaded eyes.  So Charlie was sent to somewhere in between: to live with his sister who had 




Portland, Oregon a couple of years before and who by all accounts had a clean record, and more 
importantly, zero contact with Mr. and Mrs. Lowe. 
Charlie was a better fit for Will than the other way around.  Will now had a partner in 
crime, but Charlie never seemed to need one.  By then, Will had lost all traces of his parents’ 
accent and whatever other gesture he had been able to identify as coming from them, but he still 
never found his neighbors’ trust.  He wanted rejection to be his choice, not theirs. 
So the two hung out at Charlie’s and traded escape plans and hits of his sister’s pot while 
she was at work and the brother-in-law worked on his car in the garage.  And Will confessed to 
Charlie more than once: 





Rewind play delete  
Will’s plan, as much as it could be called one, was always to disappear.  Dottie violently 
rejected the mere hint that she and Ethan left Kenya for political reasons.  They came to make 
money, she explained.  It was why people called it the land of opportunity, and why they 
immigrated. 
Whenever she said it, Ethan would wrinkle his forehead in anger.  “Come off it, Dottie.  
It wasn’t that simple and you know it.” 
Her pragmatism went against his goal of instilling in their son a causal link between 
wealth and morality.  Money wasn’t taken or received; it was justly deserved.  There were no 
rewards for good intentions unless one bit the bullet and did the work.   Ethan thought the dollar, 
not English, was the true global language and one had to be fluent to achieve.  That his Kenyan-
conceived but American-born son rejected his life’s moral only made Ethan work all the harder 
to prove himself right. 
Ethan told Will bedtime stories of his rise in Pan-Japanese fusion cuisine instead of Dr. 
Seuss.  He recited the story of how a young Ethan, with nothing but an undying belief in himself 
and a love of honest pay for honest work, raised himself out of the waters of mediocrity by the 
bootstraps just like Baron Munchausen’s saving himself from drowning by pulling up on his own 
hair.  Of how he and Dottie, a poor woman by white standards in Kenya, had to flee Africa lest 
they be mistaken for “bad colonialists.”  (If she was in earshot, Dottie would roll her eyes here.  
“We were not chased away.  We had a party when left.”)  When they finally arrived in Oregon, 
they had little more than pockets full of near worthless Kenyan shillings and a surprise 




the story filled him first with a strong feeling of inadequacy and soon after a simmering rage.  He 
interrupted often. 
“You should have an infomercial.  ‘The Immigrant Way.’” 
Or: 
“Yeah, but what have you done lately?” 
He was more interested in basing his own legend on an entirely different slice of 
Americana: the blood-soaked stranger.  The desperado.  The lone wolf.  The wandering Kung-Fu 
master.  The Man With No Name never painted the town red and then hung around!  He didn’t 
grow roots like steel posts driven into the ground by disowning the mysterious land he was from.  
He saved; he didn’t stay.  The Man With No Name would not have lived a life of quiet suburban 
desperation.  He would not have acquiesced to thirty years of acne-cheeked grocery clerks going 
slack-jawed at his accent.  He lived in a perpetual state of passing through.  There was always 
another town, another woman, another problem.  And those he left behind filled their sad days 
singing haunting songs about his deeds. 
Will believed in that retreating silhouette backlit by a sunset at the outskirts of town, dust 
on his boots, his secret name on the lips of the country woman he’d just abandoned, and in not 
looking back.  He dreamt of these things, at least, and kept a Charlie bag packed in his trunk with 








Will stole the idea from Charlie Lowe in high school.  Will assumed that Charlie kept his 
“escape clothes” in the trunk to impress the girls who rewarded originality, that it was a part of 
an act.  He was still carefully auditioning aspects of his surroundings for creating his own 
persona, so he took careful notes on everything Charlie did and said. 
“It’s my plan ‘B’,” he said.  “The second the shit hits the fan, I’m good to go.  I’ll be 
gone so fast, no one will catch me.” 
Will didn’t know what kind of shit would, or ever could, cause someone to bolt like that, 
much less Charlie for whom trouble never seemed too troubling.  On the other hand, his own life 
had been a series of random and empty episodes filled with embarrassing anxieties about fitting 
in with people he didn’t like and he was thereby in awe of Charlie’s believable conviction.  
Nevertheless, Will was in complete shock the day before high school graduation when Charlie, 
his car, and the suitcase in his trunk disappeared from Portland with nary a sendoff or a single 
goodbye. 
Not long after it had sunk in that Charlie Lowe was indeed gone, Will bought himself a 
cheap overnight bag made from blue plastic.  In it, he placed a pair of boxers, a white t-shirt, and 
a toothbrush and stowed it in the trunk of his safer than slow 1982 Mustang LX.   
After Will crashed that Mustang, driving about 35 miles per hour and backwards, into a 
metal light pole, the police found him sitting on the curb, clutching the blue plastic overnight 
bag.  He kept that same bag through each car he owned since Charlie left town.  The bag became 
a luck charm, an albatross, a tic.  It was a secret that he had trouble explaining to people when 




bag packed through fifteen years and five nondescript cars, the type of automobile that blended 
into parking lots and attracted no attention on the road. 






The post-coital phone calls were an issue starting with the first time Will and Lara had 
sex.  He met her at a closed party for the opening of either the Kombanwa or the Konichiwa 
Room.  Dottie and Ethan liked to invite la crème of Portland to eat for free and intimidate the 
new staff of green and orange haired Portlander waitresses who were at least three months shy of 
even beginning to look comfortable in their scratchy polyester kimonos.  Dottie had dragged 
Will by the arm to introduce him to a young woman he just had to meet.  Her dad was one of the 
bankers spearing Columbia River Rolls with the thin end of a chopstick, but Dottie did her best 
to sell him on meeting this charming girl she knew from the women’s book club they both went 
to.  She squeezed Will’s arm encouragingly: “Not to worry, dear.  She’s by far the youngest of 
the bunch.  You’ll love her.  Hint, hint!”   
Lara wore an uncomfortable dress of her own, but her bare legs whispered when she 
stood and hugged Dottie like she was happy to see her.   
“My dad’s loves to schmooze at these things, but it’s not my thing,” she told Will before 
leaning in closer to press a phone number into his hand and whisper, “I have to run, so you’d 
better call me.” 
They met for drinks a few days later at the Space Room where she was entirely in her 
comfort zone, surrounded by a posse of loose collared lawyers, professionally-coifed men and 
women, and a few underlings with potential.  Lara was not yet a lawyer, but she too had 
potential.  Outnumbered ten to one by members of his generation who had taken decidedly more 
mature life decisions than he had, Will felt himself fall back into the sarcastic defense 




from James D’Abo’s biography and body of work, and found his persona intimidated them.  The 
pre-lawyers got drunk on vodka gimlets charged on a corporate card and Will responded by 
flinging insults at each of them.  His act had Lara hooked, somehow, and she grabbed his thigh 
and told him that it was time to see where she lived. 
Later, in rumpled sheets, fucked sober, they lay panting.  At least Will thought they were 
both panting.  
“What’s wrong?” he asked. 
Water streamed from her eyes and nose, her white skin gone apricot blotchy. 
“I’m not crying,” she said. 
“You’re not?” 
She pulled a tissue from a box of Kleenex she kept on the nightstand. 
“I hope you don’t mind,” she sniffled.  “It’s out of my control.  I’m so happy.” 
And she pulled a phone from next to the Kleenex and dialed.  
He blamed the gimlets.  These things happen, he reasoned.  Sometimes people do things 
out of character.  So he had no problems calling her the following day.  This time it was a First 
Monday.  They sped from warehouse to warehouse, two-fisting complimentary white wine and 
pausing only in front of art that appeared overtly phallic or pornographic.  Again, she was 
charmed, and the sheets were crumpled as they fucked themselves sober.  And again he almost 
mistook her tears for signs of exertion.  Again she swore that it wasn’t his fault.  He had nothing 
to worry about.  She had a great time and felt fantastic.  Through the sniffles, she hoped that it 
wasn’t a big deal for him.  As far as she was concerned, it was just one of those things. 
He wanted to understand. 





“Does it make you sad?” 
She answered him patiently, her voice softened by tears.  There was no pain; she was 
beyond thrilled.  That was good enough for him.  If she thought it was normal, who was he to 
argue?  He came to anticipate her tears, to take comfort in them, as if they were a type of positive 
reinforcement.  It was part of the reason he was able to leave a toothbrush on the sink.  And then 
some clothes. 
“Enough already,” she said, pointing to his shirts hanging in the spare closet.  “Move in.”   
He brought his old answering machine and explained that it was the only way it could 
work.  He refused to go cellular.  Although she put considerably more resistance to getting a land 
line than he did about her post-coital calls, she agreed.  But she wanted nothing to do with it.   
They found a routine; she worked long hours at a law office.  He wrote the odd article 
and write-up for Jim Kowalski and otherwise spent most of his days either at the ‘Vern or at 
James’, who lived next door in an art studio.  The tears were not only normal, the were 
comfortable.  The phone calls were a necessary evil. 
“Stop crying for a second, Lara.” 
She had already hit speed dial, and the tiny phone let off a groan of a ring tone. 
“Lara,” he said.   
“Hi,” she cried into the phone.  “I’m okay.  How are you?” 
 He could handle the tears fine, but the phone calls made his skin crawl. 
“I’m so happy,” she said. 
When he went to the toilet, he heard her ask if she was reading anything good. 




Like usual, she sniffled through mother daughter talk and mounded balls of used Kleenex 
on her belly.  He always assumed the woman on the other line was her mother.  He tried not to 
picture Betty, a woman who had made lasagna and an entire loaf of garlic bread each of the three 
times he had met her.  She must know, he thought.  The calls came at any hour of the day or 
night.  She had to.  But, the last thing he wanted to do was rock the boat.  It was possible that 
Bettie herself was also in post-coital depression, and their conversation was an elaborately 
encrypted language that he stood on the outside of as a marginal participant.   
She was winding down, agreeing, agreeing, agreeing, and finally saying “yes, I hope so.”  
She didn’t apologize for calling in tears and then she hung up as she always did without saying 
good-bye. 
Lara was already out of bed.  Naked and practical again, she pulled on a pair of sweat 
pants and a t-shirt. 
“Anything new?” 
“She asked if we’re getting married.” 
Will preferred to stay naked. 
“What’d you want to tell me?” she asked. 
She brushed past him into the bathroom.  She sat on the toilet.  A rush of water. 
“I got a job interview tomorrow.” 
“I thought you had one today.” 
“It didn’t work out.  Anyway, I was at the ‘Vern with James and I found a great lead.” 
“You said you’d try.”  A professional wipe and a flush.  
“Let’s say I did.” 




“How long are you going to keep this up?  Just say you’ll work for your parents.” 
“I told you, I have an interview tomorrow.” 
“He’s practically begging you to take the job.  You said yourself that he’s never on site, 
so what’s the big deal?  He wouldn’t be in your way.” 
“Everyone would know,” he said. 
“Who would know what?  You are who you are.  And on top of that, you are broke and 
you owe me I don’t know how much in rent.” 
“I’ll get you your money, don’t worry.” 
She leaned in to the mirror to study her face, now wet from the running faucet.     






A pair of conspiring voices were muffled by the thin walls that separated Will and Lara’s 
bed from the damp Portland night.  They lived in the southeast, near the communist university 
less known for academics than for the professors rumored to have invented one of the synthetic 
psychedelics that popped up in the 80’s and for the students who gleefully tested them out.  It 
was not uncommon to find a trio of half naked coeds, wraith-like boys with delicate noses and 
blue haired girls built like Mack trucks, gnawing on the bark of the trees outside.  A year back, 
Will smoked a joint with a girl whose pupils were tuned in to pull light from faraway stars and 
he told her that he was floating, and on the spot invented a dissertation in Art History, but really 
about Art Future, finished and brilliantly misunderstood and feared by the establishment.  She 
kissed him with soft lips and a tongue full of promise, called him sweet, or was it funny?, and 
then was gone.  In bed while Lara chatted tearfully on the phone, this unrequited moment 
became a refined memory that he kept coming back to; the exact place on his tongue the tip of 
hers had touched.  Lara dug her nails into his arm. 
“Did you hear that?” she hissed. 
“It’s just squirrels.  Or stoners.  Or both.  Go to sleep.” 
They waited.  Lara’s eyes caught the faintest light in the dark room.  She held her breath 
as she listened. 
“What’s the big deal?” he said. 
As if on cue, there was the distinct thud of the garbage can hitting the ground followed by 
a wave of aluminum cans.  Lara gasped. 




Lara was terrified at night in the big trees of Oregon.  She was real city, from Chicago 
where the El was dirty and rumbled and wild trees did not intrude one’s personal space.  But 
here, even after three years in Portland, the mere size of the trees was menacing. 
“Will, I don’t like this,” she said. 
A finger nail tapped crisply on the window glass and Lara screamed quickly, thumping 
him on the chest. 
“Hey?”  The man’s voice whispered loudly, and the window rattled again.  “Are you 
awake?” 
Lara clicked on the light.  She stood by the door with the bed sheet wrapped around her.  
She stifled another scream when she saw the bearded man grinning sheepishly with his face 
against the window. 
“Goddamnit James, you scared the shit out me.” 
“Sorry, Lara.”  He spoke into his cupped hands against the window so he sounded like an 
old recording.  “Got myself into a pickle here.” 
“Go home, James.  It’s late.” 
“I locked myself out.” 
“It’s all right,” Will said.  “I got it.” 
Lara groaned and turned off the light, leaving him to find his pants in the dark.  In any 
case, it was clear by her angry breathing that she was not asleep now, and still wouldn’t be by 





in the yard with another woman 
The grass was cool and the dirt moist under his naked feet.  Few cars passed through the 
neighborhood in the daytime, so in the middle of the night it was safe to say that the streets were 
deserted.  James was drunk, a fact that was not at all contradicted by his appearance at the 
window.  Now, Will saw him by the large oak between their houses, and realized that James was 
not alone.  In the hushed darkness, his voice and a woman’s carried like whispers through a 
microphone: intimately overpowering.   
The moon had already set and the only the barest hint from the streetlamps made its way 
through the thick foliage. 
James and the woman funny-walked from the tree, one of her legs apparently 
corkscrewed around one of his in a tango where each tried to dip the other at the same time.  He 
watched them fall to the ground, still only silhouettes with the briefest reflections skin.  Will 
wasn’t sure they saw him, if he were as invisible to them as well. 
“Need some help?” he called.  He glanced back to his bedroom window, hoping his voice 
did not carry. 
“Will,” James said.  “I’m in a pickle here.” 
“Be quiet,” she hissed.  “It could be the pigs.” 
“Just doing my job, ma’am,” Will said. 
“Don’t trust his lies.”  The shadow of her hand rose to James’ face.  “Plead the fifth!  
Plead the fifth!  Miranda!” 
“Did you grab my spare?”  James mumbled through her fingers. 




“Introductions.  This is--“ 
A hand clapped over James’ mouth with enough force to make a champagne pop.  She 
whispered urgently into his ear. 
“Aha,” James concurred.  “The lady in question and I are on a mission.  We have heard 
conflicting stories about who I am, so names will have to wait until this is all cleared up.” 
“It could take some time,” she murmured.  “Thorough investigating is needed.” 
Having spent the majority of his life pretending to be in every other man’s shoes, Will 
was easily susceptible to seduction that he was not the target of.  He knew that he should just 
drop the keys and go back inside.  But he lingered. 
“So,” he said.  “Who do you think he is?” 
James’ form melded with hers at about where the nape of her neck should be and he 
heard the soft smack of wet lips on skin. 
What would happen if he decided not to leave?  The pull of voyeurism was too strong.  
He could stand still as a tree, there was literally nothing to see anyway, but the sounds were 
there, and more, the charge in the air.  So he didn’t look, not that it would do any good, but 
instead conspicuously looked elsewhere as if the two on the ground were meant to be there.  The 
whisper as their clothes came untucked; a breeze that shuffled a patch of dry leaves; the utter 
stillness beyond where the strip of street lay.  He felt a hand yank the keys from where they 
dangled in his hand and James clapped him on the back. 
“Thanks, bud.  I owe you one.” 
There were seasons where every inch of the ground crawled with insects that shone like 
wet tar, but tonight there was nothing.  He was left with not a sound he did not make.  That was 




Back inside he lay in bed.  His ears were attuned to the slightest sound from next door, 
while his peephole of a mind’s eye added light and shape to the woman he did not see.  He 
thought he heard a quick ba-bump-bump of dull rhythmic beats.  His eyes strained wide open in 
the dark bedroom, images of what might be happening playing behind them.   
Lara slept on her back as if she were going down a water slide: arms pressed to her sides 
and her feet locked heel over ankle.  From how quietly she breathed, he was pretty sure that she 

























The office was in what used to be a one-bedroom house to one side of the small 
warehouse that housed the machines and the shop.  Dano Pasdanek told Will that Precision 
Grinding was the oldest shop still in use in Portland, Oregon.  The shop had been around since 
the 30’s and machined parts for army bases in California.  That’s about all the information Will 
got from Dano, a large man with burst capillaries on his face, and a left fist two fingers shy of a 
hand.  Fat spilled over his jeans, but he looked hard.  He kept his thick, white hair slicked back 
with water and his beard was long but well trimmed.  He had a pair of eye-glasses in his shirt 
pocket.   
“Do you still do government jobs?” Will asked.  
“Only if we have to.”  
Dano tapped the face of his watch, daring Will to see, and comment on, his hand.  He 
continued: 
“You have any experience around machines?” 
“Let me be honest,” Will said.  Honest wasn’t really a word he ever heard Charlie use, 
but no use now.  He had to push on.  “I grew up with my sister and her husband.  He raced at the 
dragway and I helped his rebuild every goddamn piece of the engine about twelve times.  The 
carburetor, the manifold.  The oil.  Everything.” 
“What I am about to tell you is probably the most important rule here.  So listen up.” 
“Charlie,” Will said as he stood.  He coughed and repeated the name.  “Call me Charlie.” 




“You do everything goddamn thing he tells you.  Do that and we won’t have any 
problems, Charlie.  This job can get ugly if your stupid.” 
Small valves, greasy bolts, and pieces of metal filled the pigeon holes of an old organizer.  
Sharla, the only woman for miles it seemed, smoked a cigarette and smoothed out greasy 
invoices on the desk in front of her.  She counted out a stack of dollar bills and made to make 
two small piles of money.  Her head bobbed as she muttered numbers. 
“You better get down to the shop after Dano,” she said, interrupting her count.  “The last 
thing you want to do is make him late for lunch.” 
“Um, where’s the shop?” 
Sharla pinched a twenty with two fingers like it was a wet hankie and sighed. 
“Honey, there is only one building out there.  You can’t miss it.  Now hurry up before 
you spoil his mood.” 
The shop was a squat warehouse on a bed of overgrown weeds.  The trees were hung 
with vines like Mid-Western drunks swamped with Mardi-Gras beads.  The heat was oppressive 
for Oregon.  A liquor store sat across the street with a few boarded up storefronts. 
Will pulled open the primer gray metal door and walked inside.  The blue sky was blotted 
out by a sooty blackness and a wall of noise.  Will’s eyes were useless and so were his ears.  
There was a sustained shriek of metal losing skin and what he soon could see were machines the 
size of small sailboats crowded together.  The sound shocked him.  The way he pictured factories 
came from the movies with men in hard hats who poured molten steel into monstrous cauldrons 
while a Wagnerian air swelled on the soundtrack.  There was an older man with only a few wisps 




wheel that sent a drill bit into a block of metal.  he spit on the thin dreadlocks of steel that 
sprouted from the new hole and fell to a pile on the floor.   
When Will shouted, he could not hear his own voice.  But “Stan,” Will now saw his 
nametag, saw Will and hiked his thumb to the far end of the shop.   
Will’s eyes adjusted, but the noise stayed deafening.  He walked carefully up to a pair of 
flat-top machines that extended from either wall like two sides of a gate.  The space between was 
awash with white sparks that bounced to the floor.  The wail of metal being ground to dust tore 
the air like one thousand brittle fingernails at a chalkboard.    The machine tables extended 
towards each other like typewriter carriages until they were close enough for the shower of 
sparks from one machine to meet the other.  Will was petrified.  He saw that the machines did 
not come close enough to touch, but the thought alone was enough to make him wary.  The 
machines retracted smoothly as the hottest sparks disappeared on the tarred floor, and in that 
moment of lesser noise, Will heard Dano’s deep laugh.  When the tables reset, Will saw that 
each machine was operated by a guy dressed like Stan.  Dano stood next to the younger one, 
shaping a joke before him with his hands.  Steady streams of spark and fire shot out again as the 
machines extended again to their full lengths.  In the next lull, Will sneaked past.   
He stood behind Dano and watched the machine work.  Four steel rods at least twelve 
feet long were clamped down to the table top.  The table slid back and forth, moving the bars 
under a spinning stone wheel as big as a car tire.  Where the wheel hit the metal, there was fire.  
A machinist stood in front of the grinding wheel, one hand on a lever.  Through the green 
coolant that washed over the just ground metal, Will stared at the raw surface shining like 
mercury. 




“- Dave!” he shouted. 
“Dave” smiled openly.  He had fat yellow earplugs jammed his ears.  He shook Will’s 
hand and hit the kill switch on his machine.  His biceps stretched the polyester of the blue work 
shirt.  A noise brapped from the machine, and Will tried not to wince because it looked like 
Dano was saying something important. 
Will nodded.  Behind him, the second machine ground into the soul of more steel. 
Dano reiterated what he had said, shouted something at “Andy,” and left. 
Dave showed a pack of cigarettes to Andy, who shook his head and nodded a quick 
greeting to Will before turning back to his machine (Will would learn to call the two monsters 
Madisons).  Will followed Dave to the loading bay while Andy spat on the floor and watched the 
sparks fly. 
Dave led Will to sudden fresh air, and open blue sky.  They hopped down to the curb.  
They were in a neighborhood.  Will blinked, as if the thought of normal lives was unthinkable.  
There were cheap houses and a little traffic flowing a block away from the shop.  Will still heard 
the machines behind, only slightly muted, but no longer intimidating every one of his senses. 
“What do you think?”  Dave pulled out his earplugs and checked them. 
“It’s okay,” Will said.  He showed Dave his own pack of cigarettes, but Dave insisted he 
take one of his.  “I can handle it.” 
“Dano taught me everything I know.  I’ve been doing jobs for him since I was fourteen,” 
Dave said.  “One thing about Dano: stay the fuck away from him in the morning.  If you really 
need something from him, wait till he comes back from lunch.” 
The man-child knocked back an imaginary shot by way of explanation. 




Dave pointed at Will’s sneakers.  Dave had heavy boots greased black. 





Lara loves coming home 
From his vantage place on the couch, where he fooled with a clean pair of work boots 
and made some headway on a jug of red wine, Will watched as Lara loosened and shed her 
clothes from the moment she stepped through the front door.  It was a ritualized strip, all release 
and no tease.  Her shoes fell off in mid-stride, while she snapped open her tight business slacks 
with one hand and snaked her other arm up behind her, to one side, and back to the front in one 
fluid motion so that by mid-room her pants were down to her thighs and her bra was in her hand.  
From paralegal to half naked in seconds flat. 
“I love coming home,” she called from the bedroom, her head trapped in her comfortable 
t-shirt. 
She dropped on the couch for a kiss and a glass of wine.  The boots had clean near-
translucent soles.  Lara eyed them suspiciously. 
“What are those?” 
“Work boots.  For work.” 
He looked for a slight hesitation or some other tell that would signal doubt, but her relief 
looked pretty genuine. 
“Finally!”  She gave Will a congratulatory wet kiss that she felt the need to vocalize.  “I 
was hoping that you’d take that job at the Ohio.  I mean now we can start talking about bigger 
things." 
He trapped her hand under his ratty t-shirt. 
“I’m not going to work at the Ohio.”  Will slid his bare feet into the boots.  They were 




“Then which one?”  She freed her hand and sloshed some dark wine into a thick glass.  
“You’ve never taken me to the Kamikaze.  Is it the Kamikaze?  I love Japanese food.” 
“It’s the Kombanwa.  It means ‘good evening.’” 
“So, let’s celebrate.”  Glass hoisted.  “To our future.” 
“Let’s.”  Will pulled her up, getting a protest as Lara jumped out of the way of his boots.  
He handed her the glass of wine.  “But, I didn’t go to the Kombanwa, either.”  He held out the 
jug for a cheers.  “I told the Ohio to fuck off, and I would have told them to fuck off, too.” 
“You didn’t.” 
He knocked his glass against hers and drank, spitting some red from his shit-eating grin. 
“I don’t understand what you are trying to tell me.  You said you got a job.” 
“I did,” he said.  “A normal job.” 
“Ok, fine.  What’s normal?  Are you flipping burgers?  Pumping gas?  Is that normal?” 
She massaged the bridge of her nose and closed her eyes. 
“I work in a machinist’s shop.”  He made the pronouncement like a bad actor on a cheap 
stage.  He caught the barometer in Lara’s face hitting crimson, and tried to explain.  “I’m going 
to grind steel.” 
Lara waited. 
“You are going to grind steel.” 
“It’s a normal job.” 
“Have you lost your mind?” 
 “I start tomorrow.” 
“You don’t know shit about working.”  She drained her glass and slammed it down.  He 




“Fuck the restaurant.  It’s stupid, like you just said.  This is important.” 
“No, Will.  It is a real job.  There’s only one stupid thing I see.” 
“But, you need to see this place,” he said, perching on the armrest, his hands shaking 
enthusiastically to show the sparks, the fire, the chaos of Precision Grinding.  “All that fire and 






James D’Abo had fingers that moved like the legs of a tired tarantula, either the result of 
the ill-advised cracking of his knuckles since childhood or a freakish occurrence of double joints 
wherever his bones connected.  In any case, where his hands wandered, those digits fiddled.  In 
keeping with the part representing the whole, James also flitted from one project to another, 
never letting one drop.  His house was once a three-car garage for a house that got demolished in 
the 70’s and the property lines redrawn and resold to make way for smaller, cheap houses that 
students could blacken with smoke for the year they occupied them.  But the three-car garage 
stayed, and became a loft.  James lived there for going on twelve or thirteen years, by Will’s 
count, having flown the D’Abo coop in a post-high school fever and never looked back.   
 The crammed space was a catalogue of hours and days and weeks where James could 
create the laws of physics in his private world.  In one corner, a home-made sound-proofed drum 
box -- a solid scrap wood phone box insulated by at least nine inches of foam, egg crates, golf 
pants from Goodwill, with enough space left inside, just, for a full drum kit and one grown 
human.  He could play hard at three in the morning, and unless the neighbors knew the faint 
heartbeat they were listening for, they heard nothing. 
Around the box were lamps made from old dolls’ heads, a coffee table made from an up-
ended television, paintings of Lazlo, his old wolf-hound, painted on old traffic signs, and, of 
course, his photos.  Large and small, matte and glossy, all shades of gray between white and 
black. 
James circulated over, around, and through the space, carefully selecting each photograph 




“Here’s another one,” he said. 
It was the sixth print he’d shown Will in the past hour, although it was hard keeping track 
of time with his head full of the sweaty weed James procured, and smoked like it was pure, 
refreshing oxygen.  The images were made from at least two different prints that James sliced 
into strips and braided together.  The woven paper was heavy yet delicate.  Will handled them 
like one of Dottie’s nostalgic tablemats from Kenya.  He ran his fingertips across the cut ridges 
of each thin strips.  When he heard James exhale like Darth Vader deflating, it was his turn at the 
glass pipe shaped like a mushroom.  He exhaled, his voice distorting like his father’s, and 
mumbled something that tried to describe his thinking that although it was not possible to see the 
two original images clearly in the photos, that those two separate and mutilated things together 
had become a singular, precise picture. 
“I think I get it,” he managed. 
James shrugged.  He never framed his photos, but he had acquired a small group of 
clients who bought, or even commissioned a print, never really knowing what they were getting.  
Photos lay in sloppy piles on top of work benches scattered around the studio.  He was not above 
snatching a black and white negative from one of the his side gigs photographing weddings, bar-
mitzvahs, and rich people’s pets for use in his cut-ups. 
“Look at this one,” he said.  And, in an unusual display of openness added:  “It’s an early 
one.” 
A pair of eyes, probably not from the same head, hovered eerily off-center in the frame. 
“Charlie Lowe,” he said.  “Do you remember him?” 
James had to inhale before he could answer. 




“I’ve been thinking about him lately.  Ever wonder what he’s up to?” 
“Dead or in jail.” James yawned in a lungful of mostly air and doubled over.  He barely 
managed to fit the words in between his coughs:  “That’s what I figure.” 
Behind him, the door slid open silently and a woman stepped inside.  From the darkness 
outside to the yellow light from the smoke stained bulbs, Will recognized her immediately.  
Since the moonless night before, he still felt the cool breeze of her body disturbing the air that 
eventually brushed against his body.  He had gone to bed, his nerves poking through his pores 
for a new experience.  But he lay awake, Lara’s metronomic snoring coupled with the 
consequences of forcing a 4 am phone call to her mother effectively killing his horniness.  He 
recognized her by her movement.  She crept up behind James, who was still doubled over and 
looking for his breath on the floor.  She shushed Will with a thin finger to her lips.  A cord of 
hair snaked past her face and he felt its ghost touching his own neck, down to the whisper as the 
tips would graze his collarbone and resonate to his hips. 
He watched enthralled as she crouched behind James, her hands out-stretched before her 
in dramatic claws.  She reached out to his back like a monster about to laugh herself silly.  She 
pounced.  James caught her over his shoulder and the two landed pretzeled together.  Will was 
lost in a swell of jealousy.  
She disentangled herself and stood.  
James lifted a print from the floor and shook it towards Will. 
“This is Will.” 
“Nice to meet you.” 
A handshake.  Hers was dry and cool. 




Her hand slid out of his and she scratched her chin. 
“Did we now?” 
“Well, it was dark.”  He looked to James for help, but he was shuffling prints together in 
his way not of organizing, but re-ordering.  “And I didn’t get your name.” 
“As far as I know,” she said.  “When you are in the dark and nameless, you can be 
anybody.” 
“Ok.  Who were you last night?” 
She smiled. 
“Kiki.” 
“Excuse me?” Will asked. 
“That’s my name.” 
“What does it mean?” 
“It’s a Japanese name,” she said.  ”It means that I am Japanese.” 
“That’s funny,” Will said.  “You don’t look Japanese.” 
“You don’t look American,” she shot back. 
“I never said I was.” 
James offered a freshly packed pipe and another woven photograph. 
“I read a funny thing about your name,” he said.  “It’s from Wilhelm.  That’s German.  It 
means helmet of desire.” 






do it for your mum 
“William.  This is your mother speaking.” 
Will listened in the bathroom, flexing an arm for the benefit of the mirror.  Her voice was 
tinny on the machine, but also cultured and matriarchal.  Her accent wore a pillbox hat when she 
was recorded.  The plastic round speaker rattled with her sigh. 
“Hey, Lara?  Did you leave it on Masterpiece Theater?”  But Lara was in the bedroom 
and didn’t hear, or answer.  He frowned at his thin right forearm.  Dave at the shop had an ape’s 
arms. 
“William, I wish you would answer your telephone at least once in a while.  It’s so… odd 
leaving messages for you all the time.” 
“But if I answered,” he said.  “Then I’d have to talk to you, stupid.” 
“-I am very disappointed in you.  I don’t know what you said or did at the Ohio, but it’s 
put your father in a tizzy.  Don’t you have any idea that there are consequences to your actions?  
It is his business.  He needs to maintain a level of respectability.  Look.  You need to come to 
your senses, apologize, and just take the flipping job.  Do it for your father.  Do it for your 
mother.  Do it for Lara.  How are you supposed to get married with no job?  It’s not proper.  It’s 
just not proper.”  She paused, and he heard her whisper it again, like an echo.  It’s just not 
proper.   
He sucked in his lips, pulling his face tight.  His beard had never come in.  He shaved his 
peach fuzz at thirteen which did nothing more than turn his cheeks into strawberry meat.  Did the 
guys at the shop have beards?  Dave didn’t, but then he was only seventeen or eighteen.  The 




“I’m not going to talk into this damned thing forever,” she said.  “If you want, I’m sure 
we can set you up for another go at the Konichiwa or at the Oy, Oya, Oyathingie.  We’ll talk 
about it this Friday.  We have reservations at seven for the… Oyasumi.  Stupid names.  I’ve got 
to run.  This Friday at the one at the Regency, no, the Hilton.  At seven, and we’ll settle this silly 
job problem once and for all.  Right then.  Dress for dinner.  At least make an attempt to look 
respectable.  Bring Lara.  I like her.  Bye, now.” 
She must have missed the cradle with the phone, because the tape continued to register a 
new layer of sighs and foot steps over the magnetic strata of older quips, barely covering them 
rather than erasing them completely.  Will could literally hear the hesitant moments of a 
thousand previous days. 
He flexed again, the classic gorilla pose of a thirteen year old boy in front of the mirror.  
His skin was gaunt around his eyes and his cheeks showed more than he remembered.  His arms 
were thin and pink and hairless.  Dave had chiseled muscles that ballooned from his loose blue 
sleeves.  He didn’t get that way working out at Gold’s.  He had working arms.  He could stay 
undercover at Precision Grinding and write a book:  Blue Collar Work-Outs.  He liked the play 
of words with work-out.  The rich could pay to move palettes for an hour a day.  It would be for 
the good of humanity as well. 
Will, thirty-one years old and now employed, grunted his way through the living room, 
where he grunted a simian insult and thumped a knuckle against the delete button, and held it 
down to make sure the message was gone.  He slapped  his chest with a roar, and bounded into 
the bedroom where Lara lay with her head sandwiched between two pillows. 
“You’ve got to take the damned job,” she said. 




“I’m serious, Will.  Dottie’s making a peace offering.  You should take it.” 
His shoulders slumped forward in a more human way. 
“Don’t worry about it.” 
“Do we have a future or not?” 
“Of course we have a future.  Everyone has a future.  You seriously think tomorrow 
won’t happen because I am not going to work for my parents?”  He paced while she watched, 
now sitting in bed.  His jaw moved around words that his lips would not let out like a soldier 
reluctantly disobeying a direct order from the brain.  He spoke again, he hissed, “You just want 
my money.” 
“I want your money.”  She repeated the words, weighing each one carefully as she said.  






























He still didn’t believe in the smell of ozone at seven in the morning, or his feet trapped in 
steel toed boots.  They were things that he invented, or sensations someone else was feeling.  It 
really was a place where anything could happen, where he knew that somehow he would walk 
out a new man.   
The machines were already screaming.  As if he’d never left, Stan spit on thin corkscrews 
of steel that spindled out from the steel block clamped to the table of a machine.  He saw Will 
and hiked his thumb toward the Madisons. 
Only Andy’s Madison was in play.  The shop was not as shocking as it had been the day 
before.  Even the spark showers seemed less ominous.  Dano was nowhere to be seen.  The way 
Dave came at Will, rubbing his palms together in anticipation, made Will feel he was hours late 
already. 
Tanks stretched like troughs behind each machine.  The grinding stones rubbed chips the 
size of dust from the steel, leaving the surfaces shiny and raw.  What didn’t fly off in fiery motes 
was washed clear by a coolant that sprayed down on the point of contact.  The green liquid 
flushed the steel dust down a drain at the back of the machine to the sludge tanks.  Dave 
explained the process to Will as if her were a child, a moniker he would not have argued with. 
“You have to clear these out all the time.  If the sludge backs up, it will mess up the job.  
Make sure you use the flat edged shovel, so you get it off the bottom.  Drain the coolant and then 
dump the sludge in a bucket.”  Dave slopped a wet pile of black mud from the shovel blade to a 




to grind to spec, usually we don’t get more than a thousandth of an inch wiggle room.  So make 
sure you don’t let these tanks get too full.” 
Will plunged the flat bladed shovel into the coolant and felt the sludge beneath like beach 
sand under the surf.  He leaned on the handle to dig up as much up as he could.  Dave hadn’t 
pulled up much, so Will thought he could impress him.  He levered a heaping shovel-load out of 
the coolant.  Will suddenly realized how heavy a heaping shovel of coolant soaked steel dust 
was.  He struggled, couldn’t handle it, and dumped it back in the tank. 
Dave tried to react, but he couldn’t catch the shovel before it fell. 
“Goddamnit!”  Andy screamed from the business side of the Madison.  The kill switch 
boomed.  The back guard popped as if Andy had thrown a wrench at it from the other side.  The 
table slid to a halt and the motor went quiet.  “Who the fuck did that?” 
Andy sauntered around the Madison and glared at Will busily poking the shovel into the 
sludge tank.  Will slopped the dripping tool out of the tank and drained it like Dave had shown 
him.  He dumped the damp sludge into the waiting bucket. 
“Andy.  This is the new guy,” Dave said.  “Charlie.” 
“Nice to meet you.  Now get your ass over here,” Andy said.  “Let me show you 
something.” 
Will followed Andy around to the front of the machine and watched Andy point to the 
specks of sludge that had backwashed over the metal.  Andy stared at the blank look on Will’s 
face. 
“You see what it did?  It’s messing up my surface,”  Andy said.  “Don’t do that shit 
again.” 




“Dave,” Andy said.  “You remember the last dipshit Dano hired?  Fuck.” 
Andy turned his back and hosed off the metal with a wash of green coolant. 
A half hour later, his arms were killing him after lugging buckets full of sodden metal 
waste to the brown toxic dumpsters sitting by the curb.  His fingers were like frozen sausages 
and his shoulders ached.  He only half-filled the rest of the buckets and made more trips.  He 
worked under the cloud of metal turning to fire and soon lost himself in the rhythm of a careful 
lift of the shovel, drain, dump, repeat, lift the bucket, waddle outside, hold breath, lift bucket, 
dump over the edge of the dumpster, breathe, climb up and in, don’t breathe in the thick fumes 
rising from the half full contents, kick the new mound of sludge flat, stare at a passing car and 
wonder what the driver sees--if anything, feel a moment of what can only be described as a base 
understanding of the workings of the world, imagine seeing Dottie drive by on an odd errand that 
would send her to this part of town, she sees the muscles of her son etched in scars and grease -- 
an ambiguous tear falls on her cheek as she drives on, breathe easy now -- the fumes are like air, 
and out of the dumpster, light-headed and nauseous.  Ignore the squat container set up under the 
dumpster’s leaky corner already full of a dark drainage.  Light a cigarette, and if no one yells, 
complete it.  One day becomes one year.  It is all the same.  Pick up the two empty buckets and 
repeat.   
The smoke and the fumes made his head swim, so he drifted away from the dumpster to 
the sidewalk.  He couldn’t remember it ever being so bright and hot for so long.  One hundred 
degrees.   
Charlie, the real Charlie, would tell him sometimes about how he wasn’t made for the 




of weather.  He heard the shop door squeal open and felt himself turn to accept his orders from 





“Let’s go, Charlie,” said Dave. 
“I was going to level off the dumpster.” 
“Fuck the sludge.  It’s lunchtime.”  Dave jacked his thumb towards the shop door in time 
to indicate Andy and Stan making their way towards the office house.  “Make sure you clock 
out.”   
Will dropped the buckets just inside the shop door and pulled his timecard from the wall 
slot and slid it into the grey machine until its innards crunched.  The white dial with thick squat 
hands in the rectangular window on its front read a couple of minutes after 11:30, and the black 
stamp in the second column corroborated the time.  The timestamp was official, thick black ink 
that bled into the fibers of the manila paper.  In a hand he didn’t recognize but assumed was 
Sharla’s was his card, Charlie L.    
All of the grinding machines sat still and noiseless.  The Madisons, long and quiet, did 
not look ready for motion now or ever.  He could still smell the fumes that rose as the green 
liquid in the sludge began to evaporate in the dumpster.  Inside, his skin felt cooler, and, oddly 
enough, so did his eyes.  He realized that he was starving, and had no idea what he was going to 
eat. 
Back in the office, Sharla chastised him for being late. 
“You’re going to miss lunch if you don’t get a move on, honey.” 
He stopped in the doorway to the breakroom where the others sat around the small table.  
Andy pulled two white bread sandwiches out of a white bag and opened them both to smell the 




“The new guy doesn’t know shit,” Andy said. 
“I figured as much.” 
“I thought that grinding wheel was going to blow on me.  Couldn’t have caught a chunk 
in the head.” 
Stan nodded and thumped an impatient finger on the machine.  “No surprise there.  He’s 
a jackass.” 
“I guess a jackass is more help than nothing.” 
“You’re crazy,” Stan said, matter of fact.   
“Well,” Andy shrugged.  “Dave’s been wanting to get on a machine for a while now.  He 
goes and Dave’s back to shit detail.  He could learn.” 
“Just as long as he doesn’t come anywhere near my jobs.  It’s bad news.” 
Will whistled tunelessly and made a show of looking at what Stan pulled out of the 
microwave.  A steaming Tupperware of milky macaroni.  The guys didn’t show any 
embarrassment, so neither did Will. 
“You guys bring your lunch?” 
“Yes.” 
“Where’s Dave?” 
“He went to get a bite,” Andy said. 
“Oh.” 
“He was going to see if you wanted something, but you were taking forever.” 
“Where did he go?” 





“You better run.” 
Andy grinned, but Will couldn’t tell how serious a grin it was. 
“Ok,” he said.  That raised an eyebrow.  “Do you guys want anything?” 
Andy bit off half of one of his sandwich wedges and studied the small print of the 
classifieds. 
“I know what I’m doing here.”  Will’s words came out as solidly as wet clay in a Play-do 
factory.  “I’ve been working my whole life.  This is nothing.”  
“He is not kidding,” Stan said.  His accent was slow and deliberate.  “You better hurry.  
Food or no food, you need to pick up the shovel.  In twenty minutes we are back on the floor.  
Grind, grind, grind.” 
Andy nodded in rhythm to the those final words and Stan shut up to slide a spork full of 
white macaroni into his mouth. 
  
His heart beat faster than it had any right to.  They were just testing him; he was sure 
there reaction was normal.  He’d given the fake name as a gut reaction.  When Dano explained 
that he only paid his helpers in cash, the name Charlie Lowe came out naturally.  It felt better on 
the shop floor as well, a second layer of protection that went with the blue polyester work shirt 
and the steel toed boots.  He just needed to prove to the crew that Charlie Lowe could handle his 
shit. 
At the corner, he ran into Dave smoking a cigarette and squinting at the few people and 





He looked up slowly, taking measure of Will.  He flicked his cigarette against the door of 
a car parked in the street. 
“You need some food?” 
Dave pointed a block away to a faded sign that just might have glowed neon at some 
night in the distant past. 
Dave set a slow pace and Will matched it.  His blue work shirt was just as dirty as 
Dave’s, but the polyester was stiffer, not as relaxed.  He wondered if he looked as natural in it as 
Dave did.  When they got to the store, 13th Liquor Deli, named for the street they were on, he 
untucked his shirt as Dave had. 
“Andy said we don’t have much time.” 
“We’ve got plenty of time.” 
“I don’t think they like me,” Will ventured. 
“What the fuck do you care?” 
Dave’s bluntness put it all in perspective.  Charlie wouldn’t care, but he did.  
A couple of thick guys leaning against the frosted glass of the beer cooler stared at them, 
their blue shirts.  A thin older man with a ghostly white beard that stood out on his chocolate 
skin stood behind the counter. 
Dave ordered a bag of chicken.  Will asked for the same. 
The old man made a show of picking this leg and not that one with the wax paper square 
he used to keep his fingers clean.  This was a side of Portland he had never imagined.  He hoped 
that it was not obvious that he was trying to count every time he had been outnumbered by black 
men in a room.  To cover, he tried to look bored and nodded slightly at the two guys by the 




found a place he could dissolve into, and be, as hokey as it sounded to even himself, among his 
people.  He only needed a chance to prove that he belonged. 
He pulled a wad of ones from his jeans and count out seven. 
“I got this, Dave.” 
“What are you talking about?” 
“I’ll get both of these,” he told the old man, who shrugged.  What were the rules?  Did 
this now mean that he’d have to buy the two guys over there a beer each, just to be fair?  “It’s no 
big deal.  It’s like thanks for showing me what to do.” 
Dave carried the greasy sack out to the street.  He offered a cigarette to Will, and he took 
one, even though he had a full pack of a different brand in his pocket.  At a loss for a question, 
he asked how old Andy and Stan were. 
“I don’t know.  Stan’s in his fifties.  Andy maybe forty.  They’re all right.  Are you 
married?” 
Will laughed.  Dave looked away sharply at his reaction.  He had a nagging thought.  
“What about you?  Married?” 
Dave sucked deeply on his smoke.  He tried to grow some facial hair, but only a few 
squiggles inked his chin.  He exhaled an angry cloud. 
“You’re married?”  This time, he could not contain his surprise. 
“No,” he said, finally, and kicked at a small rock on the sidewalk.  “I will be.” 
“What do you mean?” 
They stopped outside the door to the office, where Andy and Stan were inside spending 
the last ten minutes of break.  They each had a couple of drags left, and Dave did his best to kill 




“I got a girlfriend.  If I get a license to operate the machines, it’s a good job.  I’m not 
going to school.”  He stamped out his cigarette and explained himself to Will as if he were the 
junior.  “Me and her, we’ve done everything else, so we’ll probably get married.  There’s 
nothing else to do.” 






The fact of Dottie standing in the middle of the oddly-shaped depression in Will’s carpet 
-- as if thousands of dogs had compulsively spun themselves in circles -- set Will back at least 
fifteen years.  He was sixteen and he had done something wrong.  He knew this, because his 
mother was confronting him face-to-face.  Mama-a-mano.  As surely as she toed where the 
carpet itself had carpet burn, it was clear that she had a deal for him.  She never came by just to 
say hello. 
“I just thought I’d say hello,” she said.  She clasped her hands, apparently about the 
carpet.  A glance to the sink and the countertop that would always look dirty.  The thin walls.  
The ratty couch which looked condemned.  And on the couch, her son.  Will’s boxer shorts rode 
up his thighs and bunched obscenely around his crotch. 
“And I see you’re not even dressed,” Dottie concluded. 
“That’s not entirely true.”  Will stood, unquenched his underwear, and pulled on the 
corner of a whitish rag that poked up from between the couch pillows.  He shook the rag out as if 
he were performing for charity.  The rag was a shirt.  He pulled it on.  “I was only partially 
undressed.” 
Dottie touched Lara’s collection of candles clamoring together on the long shelf rigged 
across the length of one wall.  Tan pyramids that smell like coffee, thick twisted strands, globes, 
cylinders, and small glass containers each holding a dose of colored oil. 
“Don’t knock those over, Mom.  Lara will kill me.” 
Dottie raised a small brandy snifter half-filled with flammable green gelatin on which a 




on.  He had always been shy in front of his mother.  He was out of view for about three seconds, 
just long enough to pull them up. 
“Don’t break that,” Will said, zipping up his jeans. 
“Watch how you talk to me William.  I am your mother.” 
“Oh yeah.” 
“William.” 
“Do you want a drink, Dottie?  I’ve got bourbon.” 
Will shook a square glass bottle at Dottie.  She put the oil candle carefully on the shelf. 
“I’ve come for a specific reason, William.” 
“Well, I don’t have any gin.  Sorry.” 
“Your father is beside himself.  He needs you to come work for him.” 
“Need is a strong word.” 
“He would like you to do it.” 
Will found two water glasses and yanked open the door to the old fridge.  It had an old 
freezer-door handle that pulled outward.  The ice-tray was also old: metal with a lever he 
slammed down with his palm to break free a few cubes. 
“Tell him thanks.  But I have a job.” 
Dottie took another look around the room.  Will put one of the glasses in her hand. 
“What are you doing?” 
“I’m unwinding.  Long day.” 
“At the factory?” Dottie shot back.  “I mean seriously.  Your father is offering you a good 
job.  Good pay.  Respectable.  You’d work nights and you could have all day to do whatever.  





“It’s ripping him apart, Will.” 
“Ethan’s not really a rippable guy.” 
“You don’t know your father as well as you think.”  She set the glass on the coffee table.  
“Keep it in mind.  I can tell him you’ve agreed if you like.  Or you can tell him yourself.  But 
you must quit that silly thing you are doing before you hurt yourself.” 
“I like my a job.”  Will enunciated every word clearly, pausing dramatically between 






His answering machine had a white number dial to count off the messages recorded on an 
obsolete cassette.  It came with him when he moved in with Lara.  Even though she hated it, 
there wasn’t much she could do since she had already gone cellular.   
He picked black tar out of his ears and waited for the clicks and clacks of the tape 
rewinding to stop. 
First after the beep was Ethan’s dramatic version of the Queen’s English with its 
pronounced and slightly effeminate lisp.  How could thirty plus years in America have so little 
effect on the man’s accent?  Will was dumbfounded.  He saw it as a sign of weakness that he still 
sounded as like he was fresh off the boat and in some of some fresh crumpets.  At least Dottie, 
who unwittingly came across as foul-mouthed and rude every time she said the word ‘can’t,’ 
made a deliberate effort to pronounce a quarter of the words she used with an American twang.  
Her words would flit back and forth between the two poles of her own geography.   
Partly because of the accent, Will never accepted his father’s self-stylized myth of strife; 
his bullshit account of humble beginnings and bootstrap getting pulled up.  He was convinced for 
years that his father could in some way tone it down, but Ethan took too much pleasure in telling 
the American-accented Americans that he too was from Ahmehriker.  Even when he sighed, it 
was Colonial. 
“Your mother thinks I should ring Shirley at the Konichiwa and get you another 
appointment.  But I’m putting my foot down.  I can’t have you pissing about with this.  It’s our 
flagship, William.  The first one.  So, if you’re not going to take this seriously, I need to know.  




man and able to make your own decisions.  It’s your life.  Give us a ring if your lips turn blue or 
your stomach bloats out like an Ethiopian.  And would it kill you to use the bloody phone?  I do 
nothing but leave messages for you.” 
Will cleaned his nose while Ethan prattled on about the ethics of hard, honest work.  That 
made it at least twenty years running, since before William encountered the hairs of puberty, that 
Ethan had been beating around the bush and pulling his punches.   
He began to catalogue the grime he brought home from Precision Grinding in the nooks 
and crannies of his face.  He noted changes in color and consistency.  He tried on one of the 
paper masks he saw Andy wearing, and soon found out why he kept it around his neck.  It 
trapped a pocket of stifling air around his nose and mouth that made it feel like breathing liquid.   
Will stomped the five paces to the bedroom and nudged the door open to see if Lara had 
magically reappeared.  She hadn’t. 
His father’s voice went on; he could easily talk until he ran out of tape.  Will knew the 
subtext, the offer for money, to be on the payroll, to own him, to have Will owe him.  His 
mother’s voice piped in, a tinny echo from somewhere else, another time.  The cassette had been 
recorded over many times, and the layers were sometimes transparent. 
“Why won’t he talk to us?” 
The machine cut her off and the beep cued a new message. 
In the crease behind his ears, he found a new cache of dark grease. 
Static like wind blew from the small speaker.  It was someone breathing.  Or it could be 






It could be the ghosts of an old voice haunting a new message like an oracle’s whisper.  
Will didn’t know if he was listening to an old message or a new one.  Sometimes, music he’d 
long thought erased would play over a message from the phone company.  The setup made it 
easier for him to ignore those calls and his mother’s pleas, but now he was confused.  The voice 
speaking his name was only barely forgotten; it nagged him like a forgotten reason for entering a 
room. 
“Hello?” 
I know that voice, thought Will.  He was convinced because he was already anticipated 
what would come next. 
“Hello?” 
The voice repeated itself.  The man had to shout over a broken phone line, over diesel 
engines, over wild children squealing or possibly dogs.  Will heard the gassy plosion of the 
airbrakes on a big rig.  Feet crunching on gravel.  And the wind, it was definitely a strong wind 
ripping into a tarp, or a sign.  The voice was answered by the faint echo of a woman’s voice still 
caught somewhere on the magnetic tape, at first he thought it was Dottie, quiet and inarticulate, 
speaking as if she weren’t being recorded, but then he recognized it as one of Lara’s post-coital 
calls, and he listened to her voice under the static and wind: agreeing, agreeing, agreeing, and, 
finally, no.   
When the message finished, Will hit the rewind button and played it again. 
He couldn’t tell anything new the second time through, and the voice sounded somehow 
even less familiar.  He waited for Lara’s voice to come through again, but it was only static. 
He held down the rewind button so that the next message would start over at the 




The small towel he held looked like he had used it to clean the dipstick after checking the 
oil in his car.  He tossed it to the basket of other laundry and walked stiffly to the bathroom. 






“Ignore the camera,” James said as he circled Kiki and Will with the camera.  “If you 
pose, I can’t use it.” 
Kiki pinched Will’s belly and he yelped in embarrassment.  The camera clicked. 
“I think I saw you before,” Will said.   
“I thought we went over this already.” 
“At First Monday.  I was writing an article on James.” 
“Stop trying to impress her,” James cautioned.  “And stop looking into the camera.  It 
pisses me off.” 
“Something tells me I won’t be writing any more of those.” 
Will went over to the lamp made of a large spinning doll’s head impaled atop a pole.  The 
lightbulb shone through the holes where the hair used to be and from the demonic eyes.  James 
had littered the corner with white, oval diffusers, but then had Kiki and Will stand nowhere near 
them. 
“So what do you do?” Kiki asked.  “Besides stalking women at art shows.” 
He flexed his arm and felt immediately ridiculous.  To cover it up, he feigned an itch and 
took pains to scratch it.  James bent over an old steel and black boxy camera he aimed from his 
chest.  Click. 
“The usual.  Work.  Sleep.  Eat.  Shit, shower, and shave.  Try fit some drinking and 
loving around the meals.  Repeat five days a week.” 






“Don’t let the humble hobo fool you, Kiki.  Will here is a bona fide heir.” 
A blush rose on Will’s cheeks and he avoided her eyes.  The camera clicked. 
“So what happened to him?” 
“He’s out to prove that any idiot can inherit money.  But it takes a special breed of moron 
to go hungry when his parents own every hotel over ten stories.” 
“Maybe he’s just got morals, or at least a reason.  Not everyone needs to live how you 
understand them to live, you know.” 
“What about his friends?  Some of us are not starving out of choice.” 
“Um, I am here.” 
“And the answer to my question?  You work in a hotel, I guess.” 
“No,” he said.  “And it’s not hotels.   They own the restaurants that are on top of the 
hotels.  And it’s not even really an ownership, it’s more of a lease-type agreement.  And, on top 
of that; it’s them.  Not me.  Them.  They own them.  Or lease them.  Whatever.  It’s not me.  I’ve 
got nothing to do with it.” 
“Ah,” Kiki said wisely.  “So you do have morals.” 
“I told you so,” James said, adding a click for emphasis.  “He doesn’t believe in it.” 
“In what?” 
“Owning things.  It puts him in a pickle, realistically speaking.” 
“Your girlfriend must love that.” 
He shrugged. 
“Do you live with her next door?”  He nodded. 




James was getting very good, or at least lucky, at snapping shots at the height of Will’s 
discomfort. 
“It’s nothing,” Will said.  “She’s just not home.” 
“Where is she?” 
“Out, probably.  She works a lot.” 
Kiki mulled this over, at least that was what Will read into her unblinking stare.  He 
coughed and the camera clicked. 
“If you want my opinion, I’d say you are just rejecting where you come from to avoid 
responsibility,” she finally said.  “That’s pretty egotistical.” 
“Maybe we do things differently in America.” 
“Didn’t you tell me that you weren’t American?” 
“When in Rome,” Will said, defeated. 
She picked up a print that James had only half woven together.  Strips of the cut photos 
bristled from the one completed corner. 
“My father didn’t die in the camp at Tule Lake in California,”  Kiki said, fingering the 
mutilated print.  “But he was there when he was fourteen years old, and he sketched these 
amazing landscapes of the prison barracks.” 
James clicked. 
“Look, I’m-“ Will started. 
“He was kept at Tule Lake for about two years, give or take.  It didn’t do a lot of good for 
his health.  He was sick a lot, but he never missed a day of work.  He was a barber.  Some money 
came with a letter of apology.  You could tell it wasn’t just a stamp, that someone actually 




While she waited for her thoughts to come to her, Will ranked his own background 
against hers.  His parents were untragically alive.  Again, something related to jealousy brought 
out a mist of sweat on his forehead and made him queasy. 
“My mom kept the letter, but she gave me the check.  It had the official eagle seal in the 
middle.  Very colorful.  Twenty thousand dollars.  They offered a check to everyone they could 
track down.  That and a letter.” 
“Wow,” Will said. 
“I thought about returning it.  I thought about burning it.  I thought about giving it away.  
You know what I did with it?” 
“No.” 
“I cashed it.  To hell with it.  Money is just money.” 
Will was flustered for words.  He wondered if James would try to comfort her, but she 
didn’t seem to want or need any.  That was it; she was now on the couch, rummaging through a 
box of random finds that would likely find their way into one of James’ creations.  She lightly 
scratched her chest, visible in the open V of her blouse.  It was as if, like the night in the dark, he 
was witness to a reveal that he was sure he was supposed to understand better than he did.  She 
found a small green toy that squeaked when she dropped it after a second. 




















He woke up frantic for water.  He was sweaty, but his throat was bone dry.  He looked 
down at his wet outline on the sheet, a shadow lying next to Lara.  His torso, the beginnings of 
his thighs.  The remains of a spontaneous meltdown.  Lara clung to a corner of the sheet that one 
of them had kicked off at some point during the night.  Not many of the rental houses had AC, 
much less the window units, especially not in the predominantly student apartments and studio 
houses like this one.  And it was Oregon, after all.  They had a wood burning stove and a couple 
of desk fans.  They had one of them sitting on a chair aimed directly at the center of the bed.  He 
had pulled up the white plastic nipple in the back to keep it from rotating, and now his throat 
paid the price.   
He gasped when he drank, the fridge cold water sealing every crack inside his esophagus 
down to his stomach.  He refilled the glass and brought it to Lara.  He dabbed a finger wet and 
ran it down the back of her sleep warm neck.  She groaned and grabbed for the sheet. 
“I’m cold,” she moaned. 
“How can you be cold?” 
She curled fetal under the blanket. 
“The fan,” she said. 
“I got to go,” he said.  “Drink this.” 
“What time is it?” 
“It’s still last night,” he said.  “I’ll set the water here.” 
She had only raised her head half an inch, but she dropped back into the pillow as if she 





He thought about it by the door, and then took his time in turning it off.  He found his 
jeans on the floor.  A T-shirt. 
“Where did you go last night?” 
Her silence shifted perceptibly from the quiet drop into sleep to dead calm of faking it. 
“Where were you?” she shot back, fully awake. 
“I was next door.  At James’.” 
“I just went for drinks after work.  To the Space Room,” she said.  And then she 
screamed, “Not the light!” 
“I’m only looking for my socks.” 
He waited a moment, socks in hand, before turning the lights back off. 
“My folks want to meet for dinner.” 
She grunted. 
“Do you want to go?” 
Her silence, again, was perfectly in the negative. 
 
The streets were soft in the coming dawn.  The trees lurked alongside the road and in 
people’s yards.  Their limbs, dry and tense from the unusually brutal summer, were almost ready 
to suddenly shift.  The thin regret of fog on the grass and on the leaves caught in glare of his 
headlights as he pulled into the Plaid Pantry convenience store. 
His voice cracked when he paid for his coffee and asked for a pack of cigarettes from the 
guy working the register. 




The guy had eyes far too red to be stoned.  There was no hint of white in them.  Blood, 
angry red like a boy’s knees until he blinked and gave Will a short reprieve from the  horror.  He 
sighed and restacked the change he was counting.  Three ones. 
“What?”  He kept his eyes down, red clouds, an ink spill, a tattoo.  Will couldn’t imagine 
the reason. 
“The shift,” he said.  “I meant the graveyard shift.” 
“What else would they call it?” 
Red meticulously snapped each one bill, checking it for static cling. 
“One, two, three.  And seventy.” 
The lights were synchronized for smooth traffic going at twenty miles per hour, so he 
could sit back and barely touch either the wheel or the gas.  He coasted and sipped on the too hot 
coffee, and the houses lining the street seemed to hum along with his tires on the road.  By the 
hippie college, the houses were heroin chic, wooden and slightly buckled from the nine months 
of rain.  There were couches on porches; so many couches in faded colors that were fancy in the 
70’s, colors now akin to dry soil.  If the houses didn’t have porches, a couch would be in the 
lawn like an ornament. 
Once he passed Powell, the neighborhoods grew richer.  It was garbage day, bags here 
were tied nicely and arranged in tiny pyramids.  Cars lined the street, old classics with fins and 
little round red lights that puckered out.  Always the trees, vibrant growing before his eyes.  The 
houses, better kept than the others, had porches well-painted and protected against the weather.  
Wicker chairs designated and sold specifically for outdoor use.  It was a movie set.  He stopped 
at a red sign under a halogen street lamp.  A half-dozen fake cats uber-realistically lounged atop 




one jumped off the fence, scaring him silly.  He rubbed his thigh, hot from the spilt coffee and 
honked his horn as he drove on. 
He drove slowly around the round-a-bout.  Ethan had wanted so badly to live near it, 
saying it reminded him of Nairobi.  But Dottie put her foot down, saying it was ridiculous and 
weird that it was the only roundie in the entire city.  It was large and ill-conceived, the six street 
that fed into it were each joined by a stop sign, instead of a more logical yield.  And, being 
Oregon, there was a copse of trees in its center.  Still, they would go out of their way to drive 
through it, and make comments, he thought, trying to give him something of their culture that 
was familiar, even if it was just a traffic anomaly. 
“These heathens don’t even know how to drive properly,” Ethan scowled whenever a car 
would enter the round-a-bout improperly. 
Up still past Hawthorne and Burnside, where there was a little traffic, small clusters of 
cars headed west over the bridge to the cityscape.  A few street kids in wool caps despite the 
summer squatted by the side of the road, already smoking and passing around a brown paper 
bag.  Posers, he thought.  Under their unwashed socks inside their tatty inked on sneakers, they 
all had stashed away credit cards from mommie.   
He knew that it was a stupid thing to give Dano a fake name.  Saying Charlie had been a 
joke he expected Dano to be onto immediately. 
“Call me Charlie.”  He liked that he had phrased it like that.  He did not say that was his 
name, after all. 
Dano had nodded, held out his hand short two fingers, and led him to the shop where he 
was and had no choice but to be Charlie.  Before he disappeared, Charlie had even lived up here, 




‘there’ referred to an economic snobbery on the part of his parents.  Will grew up in the hills in 
the southwest.  It hadn’t taken long for Ethan to make his mark as a hotel restaraunteur in 
Portland.  In the seventies, the city had the diversity of biscuits and gravy.  The idea of edible 
Asian food at a high price was, at the time, unthinkable.  But Ethan was convinced that there was 
a place on top of hotels for the world to be served with a side of wasabi to the Pacific 
Northwest’s burgeoning tourist industry.  It was his American dream unfolding before his eyes, 
and he wouldn’t let Will forget it. 
“Take a look around you Will,” he said.  “What do you see?” 
“Our house,” he said. 
“This is what you get when you find what you want to do in life.  This is why we came to 
Ahmeriker.” 
So he thought it was the relative poverty, the shrinking houses, the god-forbid, 
overgrown lawns in the northeast that set Ethan and Dottie’s teeth on edge.  When he started 
spending more time at Charlie’s he convinced himself that it was something he colored in a more 
sinister light. 
Charlie used to live in a small house with his sister, who was always at one of two jobs, 
and Curtis, his brother-in-law, who was always in the garage, fine tuning the engine of the car he 
raced at speedway on Saturdays.  Charlie’s brother-in-law, Curtis, had a few friends that would 
come over and help him in the garage.  They drank and smoked and lazily taunted odd Charlie 
and his odd friend.  They’d talk about Curtis’ last race, or they’d talk about the one before.  Will 





Sunlight had broken through by the time he reached the corner of 13th and Alberta, 
Andy’s old Porsche was already parked, safely backed in around the side of the office. 
He slammed the door shut and spit on the sidewalk.  A woman he didn’t notice walked 
quickly past, dragging a young boy by the arm.  He wiped his chin. 




beware the ides 
The four men sat around a folding table pushed against the wall.  Andy looked through 
the classifieds at ski boats and jet skis.  Dave breathed heavily through his nose and stared at the 
crossword from the paper.  He did them in pen, staying absorbed throughout lunch, and got 
frustrated quickly.  As usual, Stan grimaced his way through another white squishy meal he 
sporked from a plastic container.  He’d move the lettuce from another box around, wash a leaf 
down with a Diet Coke, and reseal the lid.  He never offered any, and Will had to check his 
hungry eyes.  His two peanut butter sandwiches barely really did the trick, but he didn’t see 
Charlie begging someone to scrounge his left-over salad and so he kept quiet.   
“What do you say, new guy?” Andy said through the paper.  
There was something ominous in his voice, something that made him hesitate to answer. 
“Me and Stan got a bet riding on you.”  Andy flipped down the edge of the paper.  “You 
going to make it a week?  Two?” 
Will shrugged.  Andy went on: 
“They don’t last long.  A week?  Two weeks?” 
“We’ll see, I guess,” Will said.  “It depends if I get a shirt with my name on it.” 
Stan snorted at that. 
“Hey, what’s a midmonth day?” 
“Try July,” Andy said.  “Or June.  They’re in the middle.” 
“June’s not a day, Einstein,” Stan said. 




Dave flipped the paper around so that Andy could see and dropped the pen on top.  Will 
saw his eyes skirting over the puzzle, over the letters Dave had already plugged in.  He nodded at 
something and shrugged. 
Andy didn’t touch the pen. 
 “I hate these things.  You shouldn’t use a pen on this.” 
“Just don’t screw up, that’s all.” 
“That’s why I’ve never seen you finish one of these things.  Try Stan.” 
Stan pulled himself away from the table and dumped the rest of his salad in the trash. 
“No way.  Keep that thing away from me.” 
Dave drank his Coke.  Andy whistled at a classified. 
“What was the clue?” Will asked. 
“Midmonth day.  An ‘I’.  Something, something, something.  Shit, it probably isn’t even 
an ‘I’.” 
“Try ides.”  Will spoke with some uncertainty, as if he were making the word up.  
“Seriously.  I-D-E-S.” 
“I don’t know that word.” 
“It’s the middle of the month.  The day Caesar got whacked by Brutus.” 
Andy ruffled his papers and snorted. 
“Julius Caesar?” Stan sat back down. 
“Go ahead,” he said.  “Stick it in.” 
Dave slid the paper and pen over to Dave. 
“And this one here’s alee.  They always use that one and I have no idea what it means.” 




Will scribbled in a few more answers and pushed the paper back. 
“You got a lot,” Dave said. 
“I’ve been out of work for a little,” Will explained.  “Had some time on my hands.” 
In the silence, Will figured that he had spent more time unemployed alone than everyone 
working for Dano combined.  Much more. 
“When I grew up, back in Texas, my mom would have stayed up all night waiting for my 
pops, getting just as loaded as him, too.  But instead of screwing around, she just messed with a 
crossword for hours.”  He paused, a little embarrassed.  How could he tie this story up?  And 
where was it coming from?  He vaguely remembered a couple of details about Charlie’s parents, 
but nothing about crosswords.  Dave was staring, mostly ears.  Stan and Andy both leaned back 
in their chairs, arms folded across their chests.  “When she passed out I’d fix all the drunk assed 
things she’d written in.  The next day she’d check it out on the kitchen table and nod like she 
was proud of herself for finishing another one.” 
Dave laughed. 
“I just started doing them,” he said. 
“You’re doing good, man.  You just got to figure out the tricks.  They always throw the 
same tricks in there, just to screw you up.” 
He put his hand on the crossword as if to mentor his new brother and noticed that all 
three men were already standing. 
“What’s up?” he asked. 
Stan stuffed his used Tupperwares into a bag by the row of hooks where they kept their 
clean shirts. 




warm and cold 
Lara refused to mess with Will’s antiquated answering machine, and it was just as well, 
he thought.  Dottie left long messages that rambled on for minutes, her voice quiet as if talking to 
herself. 
She wouldn’t touch him when he got home, except with a finger jab to keep him at bay.  
Will felt himself becoming Ralph Kramden and Stanley Kowalski.  Al Bundy.  He felt his arms 
and chest already filling out his white t-shirt.  He resolved to pack two peanut butter sandwiches 
in a brown paper bag for lunch everyday for the rest of his life.  He considered, briefly, the 
respectability of buying an actual lunch pail.  I’m working class, he thought.  The term 
embarrassed him because he had only heard people like his parents use it.  Blue collar, that was 
much better.  His polyester work shirt was blue, just like Dave’s and Andy’s and Stan’s.  Will 
was sure that if Dano and the others had any idea what he thought about, they would knock his 
ass into the sludge dumpster and be done with him.   
“You stink.”  Lara wrinkled her nose.  “And you’re drunk.  Why didn’t you call me at the 
bar?  I would have come.” 
Will kept quiet about his post-work drinks at the ‘Vern, a bar whose 4-6 happy hour was 
tailor-made for Will’s schedule.  Every truck in the parking lot advertised a different contractor, 
electrician, bug man, painter, roofer, or general handyman.  Large men in matching overalls or 
greasy untucked work shirts hulked over tiny tables and downed pale beer from cold frosted 
bottles.  They were all there avoiding the woman at home, if there was one. 
“I’m hungry,” Will grunted. 




She stood in the doorway and watched him undress.  He was pale and thin.  He had hints 
of rangy muscles in his shoulders and oddly shaped bruises on his thighs.  
Will made the water hot.  Through the plastic curtain beaded with water, Lara was a 
ghost.  His neck hurt, shoulders tight.  He angled his head down to let the water hit just right, 
where his neck became his back. 
He braced his hands flat against the tiles and leaned in as if trying to push down the wall, 
instead of using it to stand up. 
Will ignored Lara’s worry, but he understood it.  He had almost died every day at work 
thus far.  He was not born to handle band saws, manual forklifts, Madison table grinders, rotten 
makeshift pallets overloaded with 900 pound slices of steel.  He was frightened of the white hot 
metal chip showers, of asbestos tiles, of the metal sludge he shoveled from the tanks behind each 
machine, and of his drunk boss with the two fingers on his right hand that had been ground down 
to the first knuckle.  There were tools he’d never seen before, jobs he didn’t understand, and a 
palpable one/one-thousandth of an inch that separated them all from a death by maiming that 
hung overhead like a hair-trigger guillotine.  There were electromagnets made from car batteries 
attached to swinging cranes from the low rafters they used to move blocks of steel that one day, 
upon leaving Precision Grinding, would either close a sewage treatment valve or cut through 
solid titanium.  He was lost. 
Will’s parents were raised on lychees and jerked wildebeest meat.  They went on safari 
and had drivers and maids in uniform.  For them, hard work was a spectator event, what the 
unfortunate class was born into.  They learned of hardship from reading Emile Zola translated 
into the Queen’s still English and imported in red leather-backed tomes specifically for ex-




Kenya.  They had no constitutional apartheid, so they had that to feel good about.  Ethan’s 
parents ran one of the most successful lychee farms while Dottie’s father was a British consul 
who kept himself pickled on alcohol and servants in drawing rooms around Nairobi.  Ethan grew 
up in short pants, not shorts, and learned to cross his legs at the knee instead of in an American 
figure-four.  (Will never forgave him for passing that affectation on to him.)  Ethan and Dotty 
consummated their marriage in Africa, and emigrated to America, Will already an unknown 
embryonic stowaway.  They came for the good life and better business, a design that had other 
futures for Will than manual labor.   
So Death waited for Will’s attention to waver at one of his new tasks, his fingers 
fractions of an inch from a vibrating lathe blade.  It waited for the hum of repetition to set in; for 
his mind to drift while his hands did the job on their own and he could dream of silence and 
peace.  It waited for the daydream, where beach soaked images buzzed pleasantly until the 
jigging blade had already cut through to bone. 
Will jumped at Lara’s fingernails on his back.  His wrists, still against the shower wall, 
were sore from the abuse of grappling the hand-grinder for six-hours that day. 
“Don’t fall asleep,” Lara said. 
Lara soaped Will’s back and her hands slid over his shoulders, around his sides.  When 
she finished his back, he didn’t turn around.  He tilted his head down further and let the water 
wash soap down to his feet.  A cool draft of air puckered his skin as the shower curtain opened 
and Lara stepped out of the tub. 
He glanced through the curtain and watched her rinse her hands and arms in the sink.  
There was more soap clinging to her legs, so she cupped some water and splashed herself, not 




Will spoke up, finally, because Lara flipped off the light on her way out and the water 







what would Charlie do? 
“Kombanwa.” 
“Excuse me?” 
“Kombanwa.  It means ‘hi.’  Well, good evening.” 
“I know what it means.” 
“Of course you do.  I knew that.” 
“I’m just surprised that you do.” 
“What can I say?  The parents have four restaurants, I learn four words of Japanese.  
Pretty good trade-off.” 
Kiki wore a once-thick bathrobe that looked to Will as soft as down and nothing on her 
feet.  She was alone at James’ and let Will inside. 
“He ran out with a trench coat, flip flops, his camera and a shopping cart,” Kiki shrugged.  
“Where’s your other half?” 
“You mean Lara?” 
“How many halves are there?” 
“Good question.”  He had almost made it through a full week of work, of actual physical 
labor, but the conflict he felt was silly and thus shut his mouth.  Charlie would not sit here with a 
woman in James’ apartment and brag about working for three days.  It just didn’t sound good.  
He was beginning to doubt that he was getting Charlie right.  The time cards, the early hours, the 
mind numbing work, the regimen of thirty minutes for lunch, the blue shirt with no tag, the 
taking orders from a nineteen-year-old, the shameful pride at working in the area that the white 




road less traveled that Charlie talked about in his long messages on the answering machine tape.  
He was holding onto the weak joke too long.  He could see that Kiki expected more, an 
explanation about this other half.  But he couldn’t let it go.  He said, “I have a secret identity.” 
She covered her knees with the robe as sat on the couch. 
“You should do a better job keeping it a secret.” 
“Why?” 
“More fun for you that way, if no one else knows.” 
“I think at least one person needs to know.  That’s where the fun starts.” 
She shrugged, losing interest, and Will wanted none of that to happen. 
“I thought I should apologize.  About your dad.” 
“White man’s guilt,” she said.  “It won’t get you far.” 
“I just meant that I think I understood what you meant.  About the twenty thousand 
dollars for your dad.  They say money doesn’t mean everything, but you have to give up so much 
to get it and if you don’t have it, you have nothing.” 
She thought twice about what she was about to say, and caught her words. 
Will found an old Pentax lying at the base of the doll-head lamp.  He wound it to check 
for film and pointed it at Kiki. 
“I don’t think you know how to use that,” she said. 
He snapped a shot and fumbled with the small crank that advanced the film. 
“I taught James everything he knows.” 
“I get the feeling you snuck out.” 
“Let’s say that Lara is a heavy sleeper,” he said from behind the safety of the lens.  “And 




“Is that right?  A long, long time?” 
Will paused.  To take another shot, he’d have to wind the film.  To do that, he would 
have to lower the camera and lose that distance.  
“She doesn’t really like me, anyway,” he added. 
“What an interesting thing to say,” Kiki said.  She looked into the lens now, teasing.  



















not having sex 
“Are you awake?” 
Will eased up on his elbow and let his hand wander up Lara’s thigh in the dark. 
“What are you doing?” 
“If you mean this….” 
“Stop it.  I’m being serious.” 
“Me too.” 
“I need to sleep before work.” 
“And I need to get up in less than an hour, so…” 
Lara pushed his hand away. 
“How long are you going to work at that place?  You’re covered in bruises and it hasn’t 
even been a week.  You look abused.” 
“The pay’s alright.” 
“They haven’t paid you have they?” 
“I like working there.” 
“It’s dangerous.” 
“It’s just for a little while.” 
“And then back to doing nothing?” 
“I’m not what most people call a career guy.  But this is a new me.  I can do this.” 
“You’ve worked there three days.  It’s a machine shop.” 
“Don’t knock it until you try it.” 




“I see how it is.” 
“What, did I insult your people?  You don’t see how anything is.” 
“I don’t see anything wrong with it.  And besides,” he played through memories of 
smoothing out sludge in the dumpster, chucking scraps of metal in a pile, spraying freshly cut 
metal with a protective spray, doing the crossword.  “I’m pretty good at it.  Don’t laugh.  
Besides, there’s not much else I can do.” 
“Why not work with me.  I can talk to Glenn.  I’ll introduce you tomorrow at the thing up 
in the hills.  They’ll all be there.  I know they’re looking for some clerks and people in data 
entry.  It’d be great, you’d get to work with good people who--“  
“Data entry?  You’ve worked with those people for three years and I bet you can’t 
remember one meaningful moment you’ve had with any of them.” 
Lara rolled over. 
“There’s nothing wrong with the people I work with.  If anyone’s got a problem it’s 
you.” 
“Nothing wrong with them?  Suit, tie, office, blah blah blah.” 
“You are talking about me.” 
“I’ve known Dave a week and I already know a lot about him.” 
“Which one’s Dave?” 
“My foreman.” 
“The twelve year old?” 
“He’s nineteen.” 
“What the hell do you have to talk to him about?” 




“So you guys compare notes on what?  Restaurant business?  Growing up in the hills?” 
“Not exactly.  That shit’s not really important.” 
“But it is who you are.  You do know that, right?” 
“All I am saying is Dave is a lot more interesting than Gary from fucking payroll.” 
“His name’s Glenn?  He’s not ‘from payroll,’ he’s a lawyer.  I work for him.  And the 
reason you don’t know anything about who I work with isn’t their fault; it’s yours.” 
“I know enough about them, about Glenn or Gary and all their secretaries.” 
“Fuck you, Will.” 
“Face it.  The guys I work with are real people.  They don’t have to rely on all that office 
politics, or suits and ties.  They are real.” 
“And that makes you real?  Me fake?  That job is making you an idiot.” 
“Dave’s going to ask his girlfriend to marry him.  He’s good people.” 
“Maybe the trailer was getting too crowded.  You don’t know these people.” 
“I do.  He said he’s done everything he can think of to show her he loves her.  He says 
there’s nothing else left to do but get married.” 
“That’s awful.” 
“That’s how he feels and he was telling me honestly.  When’s the last time someone at 
your work said something honest to you?” 
“Jesus, Will.  There’s a difference between being honest and being simple.” 
“How’s this for simple.  Where were you last night?” 




scraping the floor 
“It’s all about the technique,” Dave said.   
Will watched with skepticism as Dave set the shovel’s flat blade at a 45 degree angle 
against the floor.  He put his left boot on the blade and kind of rode it forward, scraping clear a 
layer of dried gunk. 
“It builds up quick,” he said and handed Will the shovel.  He lowered his voice 
respectfully.  “This is an old assed building so part of the job is scraping it every two weeks.  I 
can get the whole floor scraped in thirty minutes.  I don’t expect you to be so quick.” 
Dave left Will to work on the Thompson, a new surface grinder he needed to learn. 
Will grabbed the shovel, but felt insincere trying to copy Dave’s pose.  There was 
something more waiting for him than a job at his parents’ restaurant, more than Lara, but if he 
couldn’t do the simple tasks assigned to him here, he knew he would never find it.  He scraped a 
hard line in grease, pleased by how much came off.  Why couldn’t this be what was missing?  
Working with his hands, that was how people talked about it.  He wondered why this experience 
couldn’t be exotic, too.  Like spelunking. 
The shovel caught on a pebble imbedded in the concrete floor and Will tripped forward 
into the side of a machine he didn’t know the use of. 
A cannon blast kept Will hugging the side of the machine.  A scream muted only by the 
roar of the machines was further drowned by a large quantity of metal pieces falling.  Will 
remembered the storage shelves laden with scrap metal behind Andy’s Madison-- he was 




out sludge, and used the hand grinder to remove the larger steel burrs from whatever was next 
for the machines.   
Stan ran past Will, who still cowered where he fell.  There was a near quiet.  The 
machines were off.  Will peeked around the corner: Dave wasn’t at the Thompson. 
It was the silence that made Will pause before walking past the still Madisons. 
It looked like a boulder had impacted the ground between Andy’s Madison and the 
loading bay door. 
“You got anything in your eye?”  Stan said to Andy behind him, looking at where the 
grinding wheel had been mounted. 
“It missed me,” Andy said, waving his hand by his ear.  “I felt one of the pieces go right 
by.  I heard it.” 
Dave dragged one of the heavier pieces of scrap that had fallen and picked up a jagged 
rock the size of a grapefruit.  He hefted it. 
“I found it.”  He handed the chuck to Andy.  “That’s a big one.” 
The three men were quiet.  Will’s heart pounded as he started to put what he saw 
together: the shattered grinding wheel, the granite pieces that littered the floor around Andy, the 
large chunk he held in his hand. 
“How could it just explode?” Will said.  Even though he had been on the other side of the 
shop, he was only fairly sure it wasn’t his fault. 
Stan ran a hand through his thinning hair. 
“You can check if the wheel’s balanced a hundred times, but it don’t take much for one 




“He got hit?”  Will wasn’t used to Stan being talkative and wanted to hear more.  “What 
happened to him?” 
Stan studied Will.  Until the 50 year old man stared unblinking at him, Will had thought 
of Stan as a shy introvert who sat at home on a thirty year old couch and rolled up the frayed and 




“When a grinding stone blows, the pieces come at you like a bullet the size of pointy 
oranges.  If you get hit, that’s what happens to you.” 
“It’s alright, Stan,” Andy said.  “He didn’t put the wheel on.  I did.  I don’t trust anyone 
else doing it.” 
“Either way,” Stan said.  “Get him to clean up this and get you a new one.  They’re 
coming to pick these up this afternoon.” 
Andy pried what was left of the stone from the machine and dropped it to the floor in 
disgust.  He caught Will staring. 
“Dave, how long did the last guy last?  The stoner with the limp?” 
“I don’t remember,” Dave said.  “Dano fired him after a week, though.  He tried hard, but 
he couldn’t get shit straight.” 
“After a week?” Will asked. 
Dave laughed. 
“Don’t worry, Charlie.  His fuck ups were way worse than yours.” 




“I’m careful,” Will said.  “Dave’s teaching me.” 
“I got three kids, and the pays’ good for a machinist.  Real good,” Andy said.  “What’s 
your excuse?” 
“I just need the work,” Will mumbled. 
“Then run down to the basement and get me another wheel.  Do me a favor and get one 
that won’t take my head off.” 
“I’ll do my best.” 
Dave was already clearing the fallen scrap out of the way and kicking the busted wheel 








Will covered his face in a white towel and dug the fabric into his ears.  Except for his 
head, he stood naked.  Aware of new muscles, new pains, new bruises, he rubbed his head with 
the intensity of a street dog. 
He studied the towel, now smeared black in three places.  The blots were weirdly 
symmetrical.  He brought it back to his face, cautiously, to smell the stains and realized the 
distance between each mark was familiar: his nose to his ears. 
He grabbed some toilet paper and blew.  More black tar.  He blew again.  He made plugs 
with more paper and corkscrewed them up each nostril, and they still came out blackened.  He 
took cotton swabs to his ears and found the same thing.  He had taken his work home with him. 
He checked the mirror, tired enough to be mesmerized by his reflection.  His beard was 
sloppy, his hair wet against his skull.  His nose was red from blowing.  He wanted to see the 
haunted eyes of a nighthawk 86’d from the diner or a coal miner’s stare in the reflection.  He 
wanted Germinal, a face that would grant him entry to respectable suffering that had never heard 
nor tasted fatty tuna wasabi croquettes. 
“What are you doing?” 
Lara looked at him over his shoulder in the mirror as she leaned against the door frame.  
He turned and unfolded the towel, displaying for her the stains he liberated from his face.  Her 
stare was guarded at best, but Will chose to see it as impressed. 
“Look at this.  It’s amazing.” he said. 
“It’s something, all right.” 




“We should probably talk.” 
“It’s overrated.  Are you coming to dinner?” 
“No.  I have to meet some people for the office.  I promised.” 
“I figured so.” 
“Don’t forget about tomorrow.” 
He ran through a scope of limited possibilities ranging from sitting on James’ couch, 
smoking joints, and looking at Kiki to the same thing, except with Kiki in a bathrobe. 
“Tomorrow’s Saturday.” 
“You forgot.” 
“I didn’t forget Saturday.  It’s my favorite day of the week.” 
“The picnic, Will.  I told you all about it.  Barbeque, pool.  Glenn’s got a great place.” 
She was daring him to make something of it.  He wondered what the repercussions might 
be.  She looked so relaxed wearing her thin tee shirt that she never wore outside the house.  He 
knew from television that guilty people blinked often; or at least nervous people did.  In either 
case, Lara did not blink.  Her eyes were ice blue marbles.  Would she blink if he accused her of 
fucking her boss?  He decided against it, not because of her reaction, but because he worried that 
his would be inappropriately full of disinterest. 
“Come on, Will.  It’s work crap, but it’s a picnic.  You like picnics.” 
She seemed so honest, but all he thought about was Glenn’s manicured hand tweaking 
one of her nipples, that even now also appeared to be thinking the same thing and poked out 
against her house t-shirt. 
“Yeah.  I like picnics.” 




He probed his ear with a fold he made in the towel and studied the blackened tip. 
“I showered this morning.” 




a la carte 
Ethan and Dorothy Reid discussed the menu as only a couple who kept divorce at bay 
because “it would be ridiculous” could. 
“Why don’t you order the seared tuna wasabi croquettes?” 
“If you want the bloody croquettes, just order them.” 
“I only want a nibble, Ethan.” 
“And I want none.” 
“Would it kill you to agree with me once in a while?  Will, dear, why don’t you order the 
croquettes?  They are lovely.” 
She bent down the corner of her menu--there was little use in her reading it, she had 
given the green light to every item on it--and peered at Will.  He wore a clean shirt, but his jeans 
were still smeared with sludge and grease patterned in the vague shape of his hands.  He stared 
dreamily at the blond hostess who managed to look sexy in a polyester blend summer kimono 
that had little to no place in a restaurant.  It was Kiki he saw, her wearing James’ tattered 
bathrobe.  Everything about her was out of his reach, and yet he could not help but fantasize 
about being James, learning to create hybrid photos, and pleasuring her. 
“It’s a shame that Lara couldn’t make it,” Dottie said. 
“She is suicidal about it, mom,” he said. 
“Shame.  She works so hard.” 
The implied nudge, nudge, hint, hint behind her words was unmistakable.  But just to be 
on the safe side, Dottie actually said, “Hint, hint.” 




“We’re not pushing you, William.”  Ethan’s eye shot to her in reproach.  He apparently 
thought a little pressure was long overdue. 
Will was first to see the waitress standing by their table, waiting to be noticed.  She bit 
her lip until Ethan finally looked up at her. 
“Hello, there,” he said. 
“Good evening, Mr. Reid.  Mrs. Reid.  Have you decided?” 
“Bring me a glass of the blue label.” 
“Of course.” 
“And bring one for my son.” 
“That’s ok.  Do you have any Pabst?”  
“It’s the best scotch in the house, Will.  Have some.” 
“So, two?” 
The waitress held her hands behind her back and waited for him to decide.  He nodded. 
“Can I bring one for you as well, Mrs. Reid?” 
“No, you can’t.”  Dottie’s had her nose buried in the menu, so she missed the waitress’ 
reaction to the way she really opened up the vowel in can’t.  Will could almost hear her thinking, 
Did she just call me a cunt?  “I’ll have a glass of Chardonnay.” 
Alone at last.  Although they had both approved every line of the menu, they still poured 
over the offerings and reacted with surprise, or at least emotion, to what they read. 
“Do you think I could ask for just one croquette?  It’s silly for me to get an entire order.” 
“For Christ’s sake, Dottie.  Order the bloody things and Will can take home the 
leftovers.” 




“Lara’s not working, mumsy.”  Will leaned back, making sure to keep his legs spread 
open wide.  He casually checked his watchless wrist.  “She’s probably blowing her boss as he 
speak.” 
“William!” 
“You’re right.  I won’t know for sure until tomorrow.  We supposed to get together for a 
picnic at Glenn’s.  That’s her boss.” 
“Ethan, tell him to stop this nonsense at once and apologize!” 
“To Lara?  I could call her, but…” he held out his hands to illustrate the rock and the 
hard place to his right and left.  “I wouldn’t want to interrupt.” 
“Who is this person?” she asked her wine.  “What have I done to deserve this?”  
Ethan muttered something in his deep baritone through the thin wall of his menu.  If this 
were occupied France, he could have been a POW whispering a code to the resistance.  But here, 
in the Kombanwa Room on the sixteenth floor of the Regency Hotel, the messages being passed 
were of hors d’oeuvres masked in desperate frustration. 
“Stop muttering.   I can’t hear a word you are saying.” 
“I said, leave the boy be.  He only wants to infuriate you.” 
Will, whose designs to do just that were not exactly subtle, did a head clearing double-
take when he saw the couple standing at the faux-kimono clad hostess at the podium. 
“William, put the menu down while I’m talking to you,” Dottie scolded.  “I mean 
seriously, you are not thirteen anymore.” 
“I’m just looking at something,” he muttered, and took his own turn at peeking around 
the corner of his menu.  He was not mistaken.  Dave, wearing a clean starched button down 




of bangs and eyeshadow that sucked the light out of the room.  Dave held his breath, wanting to 
hiss at Ethan and Dottie to hide under the table, as the hostess fumbled with two menus and 
motioned for the two to follow her.  Dave led the petite girl with immobile bangs with his large 
hand on the back of her neck. 
“You should talk to someone about the sizes of the portions, Ethan, don’t you think?  I 
think so.” 
“This is America,” Ethan cut in.  “Order the damned things if you want them.  Someone 
will eat them or we’ll send it back.  I really don’t care.” 
“You know I hate to waste.  What do you think, Will?  You can take the leftovers, can’t 
you?” 
Will jerked the menu up.  He hunched forward, trying to give himself a cartoon’s power 
to disappear behind a thin pole. 
“Just shut up,” he whispered. 
He snuck a peek around the edge of the laminated list of Americanized Japanese cuisine 
(two columns labeled ‘sushi!’ and ‘not sushi!’ respectively).  Dave pulled back the chair for his 
fiancé and then sat down at a table next to the window, a half-dozen tables away.  What a 
gentleman, Will thought.  He tried not to stare, worried about the attention it could bring down 
on himself, but he couldn’t help it.  This was the girl who was making Dave quit smoking.  This 
was the girl with whom there was nothing left to be done but get married, have kids (he 
guessed), and grow fat.  Honestly, she didn’t look like much, especially the way she barely 
looked at Dave after he pulled back her chair.  He was pretty sure Dave could do better.  But 
then again, it was his choice.  Maybe he could have a talk with him at the shop, as Charlie.  But 




“Willie, I swear I can’t talk to you like this.  Put down the menu and look at me.” 
Ethan cleared his throat uncomfortably, as if to insinuate what he wanted to say instead 
of just saying it.  Dottie shook her head back at him, roughly.  Not now! he hissed.  She either 
waved him off or shooed away a fly in front of her face.  He slapped his palm down on the table 
with enough force to bring out the pursed look of exasperation in Dottie’s face that all but 
screamed out ‘bravo’! 
“Everything all right here, Mr. Reid?  Always a good thing to see you and the family.” 
Will peaked out from behind the menu to see if Dave was looking at the noise and instead 
saw the large manager, a blonder and beefier version of Chuck from the Ohio Room, now 
standing by with just a touch of pomp and pucker to handle the owners.  Will knew his parents 
didn’t see the charade.  The manager set the scotch down with a slight flourish, holding off on 
the second tumbler a beat when he caught sight of Will’s filthy clothes. 
“Stephen, you don’t need to be wasting your time with us.  Not with paying customers 
about,” he scolded.  “You should be making us money!” 
His father’s false sense of humor was just one of the things Will had been getting 
embarrassed by for years.  So he felt comfortable in assuming that he could carry his share of the 
burden of the manager’s humiliation.  But Stephen just laughed it off as a good one, almost as if 
he meant it. 
“Stephen, I don’t know if you’ve met William.  My son.” 
He grasped Stephen’s hand hard and shook it. 





“There’s a couple in the smoking section.  Don’t look.  He’s got the striped shirt and 
she’s got big hair.  I’d like you to make sure that they get taken care of.” 
“Taken care of?”  Stephen flitted his eyes to Ethan, who glared suspiciously at Will.  
“What do you mean?” 
He ignored his parents. 
“He’s going to pop the question, and it would be a nice thing for the Oyasumi to do a 
little something for them, that’s all.” 
Stephen raised his hands in surrender. 
“Mr. Reid?” 
“What are you on about, Will?  Do you even know these people.” 
“Does it matter?” 
“Stephen has a business to run here.  If you want to wish them good luck…” 
“I could send over a plate of orange sorbet mochi balls for you,” Stephen proffered. 
“No!”  Will grabbed Stephen’s retreating hand by the wrist.  “I mean, whatever you do 
don’t tell them we gave them anything.  Don’t tell them about us sitting here.  Got it?” 
Stephen extracted his hand, tightlipped and his eyes slits of mistrust. 
“Tell you what,” Ethan said.  “I’ll take care of their bill, seeing as how it means so much.  
It’ll be our once in a lifetime engagement special.” 
“The engagement special.”  In Stephen’s mouth, it almost sounded legitimate.  “I’ll take 
care of it.” 
Will’s eyes were back out the window.  His face was flush and he tried to project himself 




riders swarmed a yellow cab at a red light.  Behind him, Dottie hissed out a sudden, but slight, 
release of pressure. 
“Ethan,” she said.  “I don’t think that was Stephen.” 
“We were just talking to him, you silly cow.” 
“His name, dear heart.  I am talking about his name.” 
“I know who works for me.” 
“Isn’t Stephen bald and doesn’t he manage the Konichiwa Room at the Hyatt?  In fact, 
I’m sure of it, so don’t tell me to shut up.” 
“Of course you’re right.  Why should you ever be wrong?”  He looked to Will, who was 
back to strangely daydreaming out of the window.  “Why don’t you decide on a name and we’ll 
have him re-Christened.  His family will be most appreciative.” 
Below on the street, the bikers rolled ahead of the cab and Will heard the faintest moan of 
its horn.  Ethan was distracted by doubt into silence. 
“It’s not Stephen, Ethan.  I am telling you.  It’s Dexter, Desmond, Dermott, or ‘D’ 
something.” 
 “Paxton!” Ethan slammed his hand down on the table.  “My word, I think you are right.” 
“I told you his name was Paxton.  How embarrassing.  We have to say something.” 
“I am not apologizing.  It’s a stupid name anyway.  It must happen to him all the time.” 
The sarcasm was a move to bring Will in on his side.  Instead, he continued to 
inconspicuously stare across to the opposite side of the restaurant.  Dave sat stiffly in his chair 
and craned his neck in the direction of the kitchen, while she played with the ice in her water 
with a pair of wooden chopsticks.  Will turned his shoulder, and wondered how he’d get out of 




from the shop out in the real world had seemed far from the realm of the possible.  How could he 
explain his, Charlie’s, presence at the table of these two elitists?    
Dottie calmed herself with some Chardonnay.   
“You can at least leave a nice tip.” 
“Well, I wasn’t going to not leave a tip.” 
“That’s the spirit,” said Will.  “What’s a little loss of respect in the face of a nice tip?” 
“Where does he get this attitude?”  Dottie, who had only been sipping her wine, drank 
down half of it.  “You can’t live your whole life like a teenager, Will.” 
Ethan caught a sign in Dottie’s tone, because he leaned forward, his elbow on the table, 
and made a placating motion with one of his hands. 
“Son, if you would only give us a chance.” 
The single malt bit into Will’s tongue.  He wished he’d been strong enough to insist on 
the beer, but he’d folded easily at the offer of a twelve dollar shot.   It went to the base of his 
head, his throat, the joints in his body.  His arms were sore from slinging sludge all day. 
“I found a job,” Will said.  “I don’t need your charity.” 
“Of course, dear.  But working for your father will lead to a career.  And you will need a 
career, don’t you think?” 
Ethan and Dottie both triangulated on Will’s position opposite them at the table.  He 
nodded an OK at her, and she pulled her large saddlebag purse festooned with a gaudy golden 
logo on to her lap.  She snapped it open. 
“I’ve got something for you,” she said.  “Your father and I, we think it’s time.” 
In her fist she held a small jewelry box.  She placed it on the table in front of Will, who 




“What’s that?” he asked. 
“Just a little something.  Open it.” 
Inside was a ring he had never seen before.  Antique white gold with delicate tendrils that 
held in place a very large diamond. 
“Is it real?” 
“Don’t be silly.  Of course it’s real.” 
“What the hell is it?” 
“It’s a wedding ring.” 
Dottie’s face looked so desperately expectant to him.  Her smile was caught like a snag 
on a hook and she waited for him to reciprocate. 
 “What the hell are you two talking about?  Who is getting married?" 
Ethan nodded and drew his eyebrows together somberly as if to say, It’s ok, son.  You can 
do it. 
“No,” Will said, backing his chair away from the table.  “No way.” 
“Your mother and I thought you should know that if-“ 
“When.  Hint, hint.” 
“-or when the time comes for you and Lara to tie the knot, that we have a little something 
waiting.” 
“We found it in my grandmother’s things after she died,” Dottie said.  “My mother didn’t 
remember seeing her wear it, but we’ve traced it to one of the finest South African jewelers at 
the turn of the century.” 
Will picked it up gingerly, as if it would melt in his hands.  The band was as thin as the 




“It’s lovely,” Dottie cooed.  “Don’t you think Lara will just love it?” 
Their faces were attuned to his next move.  Out of the corner of eye he checked on how 
Dave was doing.  Part of him felt that if he saw a sign pass between the Dave and the girl with 
the hairsprayed bangs, some hint that they would grow bald together, that that would be enough 
for Will to take the ring.  He even considered walking over and offering the ring to them right 
there in the middle of everybody.  A waitress delivered a round plate full of sushi, and stayed a 
minute longer than necessary to point out the ginger and wasabi.  Will assumed it was their first 
time to eat such exotic food.  If they use the chopsticks well, he’d take the ring.  But marry Lara?  
He was not insane. 
“What do you want from me?” he asked. 
“How about some grandkids,” Dottie said.  “And a son we can be proud of.  Someone 
with a real job.” 
“I have a job,” Will mumbled.  And then clearly:  “I am going to be a machinist someday.  
I started Monday.” 
“What do you mean machines?  Computers?”  
“It’s a factory, Dottie.  We grind steel.”  Will tapped a final drop of scotch onto his 
tongue.  “We make these things called titanium sheer blades that are like half-ton razors.  I use a 
crane, and unload rigs.  Eighteen wheelers, Dottie.  When the grinders fill up with sludge, it’s my 
job to shovel the crap out.  We shape valve covers for the sewage treatment plant outside of 
Eugene.  Right after the guys finish grinding, the surface of the steel is so clean it looks blue.  I 
have to spray it with Rust-Lik or it will rust in seconds.” 
“I don’t know what to say,” she said. 




“Where is this factory shop?” 
“Northeast.” 
“Oh, good God.  It would be, wouldn’t it.”  Dottie grabbed her wine glass as if to throttle 
it.  ”Ethan, talk to him.” 
“What would you like me to do?  He has screwed up every interview I’ve set up.  Maybe 
this is for the best.” 
“I don’t know, Ethan.  Can’t you do something?” 
“No, you cunt,” Will said, laughing. 
Ethan hit the scotch.  His mouth made a couple of ghost passes at words to come, much 
like a batter taking warm-up swings.  Will knew what was coming so well he wanted to punch 
Ethan in the teeth. 
“Now look here.  I, your mother and I, are blessed in that we work hard and we love what 
we do.  Do you know how many people get into the business for the wrong reasons and burn 
out?  It is horrible.  But I am fortunate, as is your mother, in that we are able to do something 
that I feel performs a valuable function in society--the preparation of high quality Japanese 
cuisine.  We do things for the right reasons.  It is just a bonus that it affords us a decent quality of 
life.  When we were growing up in Nairobi we were given little chance to succeed.  When we 
came to this country we had nothing.” 
“Nothing but two drivers and a cook and two slaves.  Well, servants.  I’m sure it was very 
difficult.” 
“We work hard for every dime.  We deserve this.” 
“Willie, Lara won’t wait for you forever.  She’s ready.  Stop this nonsense.” 




Dottie accepted another glass of wine from the waitress. 
“When did you talk to her?” 
“To whom?  Lara?”  Dottie was suddenly coy.  She even played with a strand of well-
dyed hair.  “We talk quite often.” 
“She calls you from work?” 
“Why are you giving me the third degree all of the sudden?  She calls at odd times, dear.  
You know we both suffer from the amnesia.  Insomnia.” 
Insomnia.  Sometimes, when the hands of a clock appear to freeze, the concept of time 
itself becomes a tangible and fragile thread.  Until the next, one can almost feel that, while stuck 
between clicks of the hand, each segment of time in infinitely divisible, and that it is possible, 
rarely, but possible indeed, to live timelessly in that point.  Will’s heart, blood, and breath were 
parceled together, tied to eyes, which at that moment of broken time when he tried to understand 
why his mother would think that Lara had insomnia when he knew for a fact that she slept like 
clockwork, flat on her back and with her feet locked together…except when they had sex. 
“She calls at one, two, sometimes three in the morning or later.  It’s fine by me.  She 
knows I’ll be awake, and she always says you are fast asleep.  Will, you look so pale.  Ethan, 
give him your water.”  
Will stood up, pushing his chair into the floor to ceiling window.  All those conversations 
he listened to, Yes, yes, no, he might, I don’t know…  She had to have been talking to her mother.  
Her mother.  But what questions was she responding to?  Who was in control?  He threaded his 
way through tables half full of couples, their chopsticks poised like insect antennae before the 
arranged sections of Columbia River Rolls and fatty tuna sashimi.  They were all tuned in 




Across the room, another table added its two cents as Dave’s date choked out a miserable 
sob that faded like a passing siren with her as she zigzagged blindly through the tables to the 
exit. 
She ran past Will, and Dave came lumbering behind her.  He pushed Charlie in the chest. 
“Did you do this, Charlie?” 
“Dave, what are you doing?”  He was backpedaling. 
Dave had Will backed up to the hostess’ podium, where the kimono’d peroxide-blond 
shouted frantically into the phone for security.  He had a little time mid-shove to see Ethan and 
Dottie mouth in perplexed unison: Charlie? 
“A free engagement dinner?  What engagement, Charlie?” 
“I just thought-“ 
“You thought wrong.” 
Dave caught Will on the cheekbone with his fist.   
“Mind you own fucking business,” Dave told Will as he did pirouettes out the door.  He 
held his man-child hands palm up in a gesture of calm for the benefit of the enraged hostess, and 
said, “It’s ok, now.  I’m ok.” 
Will caught his balance out the door, and stepped into the elevator right as the door was 
closing.  His face was already throbbing, a reminder of all the places his blood flowed.  The 
mirrored doors shut, closing out Dave who was nodding apologetically and sincerely to the 
hostess, and revealed Will’s face was flush but not yet bruised.  He felt in his pockets for his 





throwing stones at mexico 
Home and no sign of Lara.  He may have just made up her fling with Glenn because the 
situation called for it, but now the proposition was gaining credibility for him.  What he liked 
about Charlie was that his problems never seemed to be weighted down in the mediocrity of 
relationships, of maintaining a tenuous frame of toothpicks on which to hang a weighty and 
awkward semblance of reality. 
He couldn’t stay in the house alone, and he didn’t want to be there when Lara got back.  
The Space Room closed at 2:30, and she’d invited him to come if he liked. 
The large red nipple on the machine flickered twice and then paused before doing it 
again. 
First was Sharla. 
“This is a message for Charlie.”  It was Sharla.  “I don’t know if anyone told you before 
you left but Dano’s asked them to come in early tomorrow on Saturday.  We’ve been playing 
catch up all month.  It’s a good chance for overtime.  The others are coming in at six.  It’s up to 
you, though.  Don’t feel pressured.” 
She had trouble getting the phone back into its cradle, and the noise it made was like a 
fingernail scratching a live microphone.  
After the next beep, a background swamp of frogs croaked in delayed harmony like a 
balloon half full of water flopping down a hill. 
It was Charlie.  He was drunk, that much was clear from his first words. 
“I’m drunk,” he said.  “You know what would happen if you walked in to Lajitas right 




very deep to boot.  But there it is.  I can’t get across.  I think I’ve been hanging around too long.  
But not for long.  I called you because, this time I am going to make it.  It’s kind of funny, 
having to sneak across this way.  But there’s something to said for not leaving a trail. 
“I won't be coming back.  But I have a place.  It’s not much, but there it is.  I’ll leave it to 
you, because I’ve found things work better if you leave things behind for the people that come 
after you.  Not that you’ve told me you are coming, or even told me anything, but there it is.  I’m 
not giving it to any of the old liars who still live here, and will always live here.  There’s a 
woman named Martita who might move in, but she’d let you stay for a while.  That’s how it is.  
Stay for as long as you need, or as long as Martita will let you. 
“Things got hairy and I got here.  I don’t know anyone’s real name.  Except for Martita, I 
think that’s true.  Nobody’s got an ID that doesn’t have a little Scotch tape hanging off of it.   
“It happens to those guys, too.  One last jump to make, across the Rio Grande, but they 
get comfortable.  They get comfortable even here.  When you see the place, you’ll see what I’m 
talking about. 
“This is what changed my mind.  A couple miles down the Rio Grande is the Santa Elena 
Canyon.  I’ve been spending days in the bottom of Santa Elena watching the birds and throwing 
stones.  The walls go up about 1500 feet on either side of the river.  They are splintered like 
frozen dark chocolate.  Sometimes a bird will get stuck in the canyon.  It won't think of going 
east or west.  It will try to fly straight up, like a rocket.  But it's too high.  A couple of days ago I 
saw an old falcon circle between the walls.  You can tell the falcons by their wings.  It must have 
been old, because they are supposed to be good flyers.  I sat on the shore and watched as it 
circled, trying get high enough to get out.  Every time it came back down.  It started to get tired, 




turns and go straight up.  So I found a rock and tried to knock it out of the sky.  It was the only 
thing I could think of.  The stone missed by a mile, but it cleared the river and clattered on the 
Mexican bank. 
“Then I realized why it looked so familiar, that canyon.  I must have been there when I 
was a kid and my dad was a seasonal contractor for a water treatment plant in Juarez.  He’d 
pretend to ditch me unless I could hit the other side, even though it was always to far for me. 
“The bird made one last try.  It flew straight up, almost parallel with the walls.  I held my 
breath for it, I swear.  It shot up fast, but I could tell it was losing momentum fast.  Sunlight hit 
the shine on its feathers like white flames.  It burned there for a long second, out of gas but 
refusing to fall.  Then it dropped like a rock and fell into the river.” 
There was no static nor background noise on the tape here.  There was no clue as to 
where he was, no traffic, no gas station noises, and the cacophony of what had sounded like a 
choir of frogs had hushed. 
“You see what I’m trying to tell you?”  he whispered.  “He could have made it.” 
Again the whispers of old recording clouded the spaces at the end of Charlie was trying 
to communicate.  Will started at the three tone blare that crackled from the tinny speakers, and at 
the computerized female voice ordering someone to please insert more quarters to stay 
connected. 
“What’s the hell is he selling?” 
Lara was behind him, where the front door met the wall that had served them well as a 
kitchen for the last year and a bit.  She had already stepped out of her shoes and undone the her 
belt and the clasp on her slacks.  She always made sure to dress accordingly the instant she got 




“I didn’t hear you come in,” he said. 
Lara poured a glass of water and drank half of it. 
“Who was that?” 
“That’s Charlie.  He’s just a guy I used to know.  He leaves these messages every once in 
a while.  Did you hear the whole thing?” 
“Enough to make me glad I don’t work at the suicide hotline.”  She set her glass in the 
sink, but stayed by the counter. 
“It’s not like that,” he said.  “I haven’t even talked to him in fifteen years.” 
“That’s because you have an answering machine, but you don’t have a goddamned 
phone, Will.” 
“He calls and talks.  He’s been trying to talk into finding him in this shit small town 
somewhere in Texas for years.  Years and years, it’s always the same thing.” 
“But now?” 
“It sounds like he’s actually going to leave.” 
“Or jump off a cliff.” 
“I’m serious.  It’s not like that.” 
“Are you worried there won’t be any more ten minute messages?”  He refused to meet 
her look.  She came closer.  “I get it.” 
“There’s nothing to get.” 
“He’s been leaving you these cryptic maps for longer than we’ve been together.  And you 
always thought someday.  Maybe I’ll do something crazy.  Am I getting warm?  Except now he 
says that’s it, I’m cutting you off.”  Will realized that he could see the lawyer in her, and he was 




He stuck his hand in his pocket and the thin band of white gold clasped onto his pinkie. 
“It’s not like that.” 
“Ok, fine.  I’ve been wrong before,” she said.  She rolled her rolled her neck and 
although the pops sounded painfully loud, she sighed.  “Just one thing is bugging me.” 
Will turned to hit the erase button and saw the gaudy ring topping his little finger.  He 
palmed it quickly in his other hand and jabbed at the machine, pretending to get caught up in the 
series of clicks and clunks it produced. 
“You called him Charlie.” 
“That’s his name.” 
“The woman who left you a message called you Charlie.”    
He was proud to feel affronted, to feel accused.  Who was this woman to lay claim to his 
actions?  To judge him?  In that moment, there was every logical reason in the world for Sharla 
to have called him Charlie.  That was his name, now.  He was Charlie, and there was everything 
right with that.  It was who was, and how he lived.  His mind was swimming.  He heard the 
responses she would make if could just put out the words he held back.  Changing your name is 
fine, she’d say.  But you didn’t do that.  You are pretending to be someone who is gone. 
“I can’t take this,” she said.  “Not at all.” 
And she left.  Will waited until her car started to run out the door after her.  He saw that 
she had parked on the street, with her car pointed toward the main road. 
“Stop calling my mother!” 



























the Charlie Bag 
He opened his eyes and knew that today, he would get to work on time.  He lay propped 
against the large tree between his dark house and James’.  Lara’s dark house.  His legs up to his 
ass were dead with sleep, and he kneaded the muscles until he could stand.  He pissed against the 
tree and felt pieces of bark fall out of his hair and his shirt.  He would find someone better who 
was more in tune with who he was supposed to be.  Today he would come through for Dano.  It 
was clear that things would not run smoothly if he were late, or even worse, did not show.  He 
was determined to turn the corner. 
He popped the trunk on his Nissan.  There was a pile of grey rope, half of a tennis shoe, 
smushed styrofoam cups, paperback book covers, and steel toed boots.  Barely a week in the 
shop had already covered them in grime, although they were still as stiff as casts.  How many 
more timecards would he have to fill before they were as worn-in as Dave’s? 
When he moved the boots, the half of the clump of rope came with and he saw a swatch 
of blue vinyl.  A long time had gone since he had thought about, or seen, it.  It was the only thing 
form the Mustang he wrapped around a steel grey light pole that he had saved from the scrap 
heap.  Seven years ago, he’d thrown it in this Nissan, a replacement gift from Ethan. 
His Charlie Bag was flattened and mal-formed from years of being compressed under 
junk, but he could still feel the spare clothes, the toothbrush.  It had always seemed silly, keeping 
this thing he thought of as his Charlie Bag.  But not today. 





    ears are burning 
He had a spring in his step when he stuck head into the main office to give Sharla a 
cheery hello. 
“Good lord, honey.  What happened to you? 
“Just messing around up in Mount Tabor,” he said, as he touched his for the first time and 
found it throbbing.  “I didn’t have time to shower.  I didn’t think it mattered.” 
“You sure you don’t want to go home?  I’m sure the guys will be fine without you.” 
“No.  I’m here.  I can help.” 
“Don’t worry about clocking in.  I got the cards here and will take care of it.” 
“When do I get paid?” 
While she considered this, she blew a cloud of smoke that stuck to the asbestos tiles like 
cotton candy. 
“Since you get cash, I can get you at the end of the day, if you want.” 
In the breakroom he grabbed a clean work shirt and ducked into the small bathroom.  She 
was right.  He splashed water on his face and shook out his hair until twigs and pieces of the 
ground stopped falling into the sink.  There was little he could do about the shiner on his cheek.  
He stared at his reflection long enough to see double and his own bloodshot eyes hovered up 
above his left shoulder, behind him.  He took a long drink of tap water to steady himself, a 
couple of deep breaths, and looked up again.  His vision was clear. 
It was time to go to work. 
 The two Madisons were already going strong, but in the still cool air of the morning they 




There was a large anvil sitting on a weak palette taking up too much space in a corner.  It 
was the first time in his life he had seen one, but there was nothing else it could be.  It was about 
the size of six stacked phone books, and had the shape that up to this point he had only seen 
falling from sky to flatten the head of a hapless cartoon character. 
He heard a sharp whistle from the Madisons and saw Andy wave him over. 
“What happened to your face?” he asked. 
“It’s nothing.  I’m good to go.” 
“It doesn’t matter,” he said.  “Dave won’t be back till later, so it’s a good thing you came.  
We’ve got a lot of catching up to do.” 
It was the most Andy had said to him yet, and he almost clapped him on the shoulder. 
“Dave didn’t make it?” 
The question annoyed him.  He looked over Will’s shoulder and then back by the 
machines.  Behind him, Will saw that Stan was working one of the Madisons and came into view 
as the table rocked back and forth, shooting its stream of ignited steel.  
“Dano sent him on a run.  You need to clear that shit out before Dano gets in.”  Andy 
pointed to the anvil and indicated a free space under a machine about fifteen feet away.  “Put it 
there.  And do the floor, empty the tanks.  I’m taking off a lot back there so they’ll fill up quick.  
I don’t have time to watch you, so just get it done.” 
He found the forklift where he’d parked on Friday, and unhooked the charger hooked up 
to its battery.  He checked the charge gauge on the two electromagnets, and saw both in the 




He spent an hour maneuvering it, but the palette was at an odd angle in the corner and he 
couldn’t get the arms under it.  Sweat ran down his face and back.  The forklift was small, 
nothing like the forklifts he’d imagined, but he couldn’t see a way to work the angle right. 
Behind him, the two Madisons slid back and forth in a their dance.  The stout Thompson 
that Dave had been working sat idle.  Machines crowded every grease covered inch of the pitted 
floor.  Boxes of blue paper, cans of Rust-Lik, drums of acrid-orange solvent, empty buckets, 
scrap metal, hand trucks, rags, hand-drills, lathes, and jars full of drill bits, screws, and bolts.  
Will would learn to use them all.  He would work his way up to a Madison, or one of the drill 
presses that only Stan was qualified to operate.  Everything was the same color and looked like it 
belonged wherever it fell.  Only the raw metal, fresh from the grinding table, shone.  There was a 
stack of finished metal wet from the Rust-Lik and protected by thin layers of soft blue paper.  He 
pulled back a sheet and marveled.  The flayed steel could have caught light from the far side of 
the moon, its surface like a prism.  Each machine’s grinding motion left its own signature pattern 
that pooled light in different way.  The Thompson left smooth circles, the faintest of streaks as if 
polishing wax had been carefully applied and allowed to dry.  He liked the smooth surface lines 
from the Madisons.  Like exposed skin, the new steel had to be protected from the air.  He felt 
like a doctor when Andy called him over to spray down the new born steel with Rust-Lik, protect 
it with a pad of blue paper from the electromagnet, and lift it off the machine.  There were colors 
he’d never imagined.  If he was too slow with the Rust-Lik, by seconds, gray ghosts formed like 
a patina of age on the mirrored surfaces.  Dave had warned him not to let this happen, or Andy 
would have to regrind the whole job. 
Everything was not so much in its place as in a place.  It was just a matter rearranging 




A forklift wheel caught in one of the many divots in the concrete floor.  His feet slipped 
on the greasy floor when he dug in to pull it out.  The anvil mocked him dully, still in its corner.  
If he could just do this one thing… 
“What the hell are you doing to my forklift?” 
Dano’s voice cut through the strains of granite spinning on steel.  He was pissed off.  
Will had been warned to never talk to him before his liquid lunch, and it was still early morning.  
Dano frowned at the anvil. 
“Move that out of there.  We need the space.” 
Will patted the push bar of the forklift. 
“I’m on it.” 
Dano took a deep breath. 
“Your ears burning last night?” he asked. 
“I don’t think so,” Will said cautiously. 
“Didn’t I ask you to load up the four by four before you went home?” 
“Yes.”  Will was about to say that he had, but saw the look in Dano’s face.  “I thought I 
did.” 
“Then why did I drive an empty fucking truck eighty miles out to Corvallis?” 
“I don’t know,” Will said.  “I put the palette in the big truck.” 
“The big truck,” he repeated.  “Didn’t you say you know cars?  If you don’t which one is 
which, don’t guess.  Every time you fuck something up, I got to get Dave to fix it, and that costs 
me money.  If I’m paying him once to do two jobs, why the fuck do I pay you?” 




“Where the hell do you think Dave is?  I had to send him back down there.  Jesus Christ, 
just do what I tell you, and try not to fuck anything else up.  Got it?” 
“Actually.  It’s this anvil.” 
Dano massaged the bridge of his nose with his three fingered hand. 
“The thing is,” Will explained cautiously.  “I can’t get the forklift around.  And when I 
do, it looks like it’ll be just as hard to move it where its supposed to go.” 
“Move.” 
Dano yanked the forklift back and out of the way.  He moved it like a shopping cart.  He 
bent down, gripped the edges of the palette the anvil sat on, and slid it easily across the floor. 
A wet rope of white hair had fallen out of place.  He glared. 
“You look like shit.  Go home if you can’t handle it.  This place is too dangerous for 




steel versus meat 
Will gnawed on an order of steaming fried chicken.  His jaw hurt with every bite.  After 
the anvil, he’d worked like a maniac.  He’d set one foot on the edge of the shovel blade and 
practically skipped along on his back foot, clearing a layer of muck in record time.  He humped 
ten buckets of sludge both Madison tanks and sprayed down and stacked finished steel on a 
dozen palettes.  The forklift got lighter and easier to manipulate, and with Dave still gone and 
Dano out of the shop, he hadn’t had to speak a word to anyone. 
He hadn’t wanted to stop for lunch, because he was getting tired and unwanted ideas 
edged into his thoughts.  He was more completely Charlie than he had been, but he was worried 
what would happen when Dave came back.  
“It looks like someone put the new guy through the ringer,” Stan laughed as he sporked 
his way through another Tupperware full of pale macaroni. 
“It wasn’t me,” Andy said.  “I saw Dano get a piece.” 
“The truck was dumb, but I couldn’t figure out the anvil,” Will explained.  “He just 
reached down and moved it.” 
“You think too much,” Andy said.  “Think long, think wrong.” 
Stan snorted. 
“Dumbest advice there is,” he said.  “The second you fall asleep out there, the best thing 
that can happen is you lose a finger.  I’ve seen worse.” 
“That’s why you ain’t got any hair left,” Andy said.  “Thinking too much burned it all 
out.” 




“Either way, new guy, you are going to have to be careful when the truck gets here.” 
“What happens with the truck?” 
“Drop off and pick-up.  Are the magnets charged?” 
“They were in the green,” Will said.  “I checked.” 
“All right, but Dave better get his ass on back.  Me and Stan won’t have time to help.” 
“No problem,” Will said.  “I can take care of it if he doesn’t come back.” 
Andy looked perplexed. 
“Have you ever unloaded 800 pound slabs of steel off the back of a truck using a 
magnet?” Stan asked. 
“No.” 
“Then shut up.  When Dave gets here you do exactly what he says.  If he says do nothing, 
you do nothing.  Got it?” 
Will nodded. 
“Because 180 pounds of meat and bone don’t stand a chance against that much steel.”  
Dave clapped Stan on the back.  He had the remains of a fast food bag in his hands and 
chucked it in the trash. 
“That’s the truth,” he said.  He looked at Will blankly, and only then did the bruise on his 
cheek throb hotly. 
“Hi, Dave,” he said. 
Dave walked past and pulled off his shirt, getting a clean work shirt.  He already wore his 
boots. 





Dave shook his head and tucked in his shirt. 





Precision Grinding sat on the corner of a once busy residential street.  The loading bay 
opened on to a side street that was currently occupied from curb to curb by a flatbed semi.  
Because of the street it looked even larger than it was, the engine at a rumbling idle.  It stretched 
past the edge of the shop to the end of the adjacent lot, abandoned and overgrown with lush 
weeds. 
Dave was in the street going over the logistics with the skeptical trucker, who shook his 
head repeatedly.  Dave angled two parallel lines in the air with his hands as he explained how to 
back up close enough to the open bay door.  The trucker eyeballed the bay door that opened 
about two and a half feet up from the four foot curb, which he would have to back the trailer on 
top of to get close enough.  Will sat on the ledge and watched.  The palettes stacked with ugly 
crusted steel slabs sat a third of the way back from the edge of the flatbed. 
“I don’t know,” he admitted.  “You sure you’ve got deliveries from us before?” 
“All the time,” Dave assured him.  “I’ll guide you in.” 
The trucker shrugged him off and pulled himself up into the cab.  His first five attempts 
were way off.  Dave bit his lip and nodded at each failure.   
“Is he going to make it?” Will asked. 
Dave ignored him. 
The trucker hopped out of the cab and this time paid attention to what Dave had to say.  
After a few more minutes of wrangling the truck up into the abandoned lot, and then cutting it 




at shoulder level, and Will stared up in disbelief at the sixteen black-gray steel blocks, each 
weighing over 800 pounds, patient and unmovable. 
The trucker could only shake his head at his truck that now blocked the road, the small 
loading dock, and Will who unloaded the electromagnet next to the crane that swung out from 
the shop to just barely reach the truck. 
“It’s going to be close,” Dave said as he judged how far they would have to stretch out 
the crane’s chain for the magnet to reach the steel.  It was quite a stretch.  “We can do it.” 
Dave climbed up onto the trailer to undo the straps on the delivery and talked Dave 
through hooking the magnet up to the crane.  Will liked the tactile feel of the thick hook as it 
slipped through the O-ring at the top of the magnet’s casing.  He raised the magnet up with the 
greasy yellow control pad, feeling the electricity surge beneath the rubber padded button he 
pressed with his thumb.  The crane was set in a heavy steel girder at the edge of the bay door, 
and he swung it out as far as it would go.  It stopped short of the steel plates by several feet.  
Dave reached out and grabbed the magnet.   
“Let it out slow,” he ordered. 
Will hit the top button and almost pulled Dave off the truck. 
“Down!” 
He hit the bottom button until Dave was able to position the relatively small box on top 
of the stack. 
“Stop,” he said.  “Get up here.” 
Will used a tire as a step and climbed up.  It was bright and hot outside, which made the 




“We have to take these one at a time.”  Dave took the controller from Will.  “I’m going to 
lift up slow, but be ready.  It’s going to swing out because the crane doesn’t reach.  He didn’t 
park as close as the normal delivery guy.  But fuck it.  It’ll work.” 
“I’ll hold on to it while you raise it up,” Will offered. 
“I got you up here to get you out of the way,” he said.  “The electromagnet’s rated up to 
1500 or 1600 pounds.  But you don’t want to stand under it.”  He turned a switch on the side of 
the magnet and the needle showed in the green on the charge gauge.  He yanked on the magnet, 
but it was stuck.  “If the magnet gives and the block falls, your instinct might be to catch it.  
Don’t.  Steel doesn’t give at all.” 
Dave squatted to check the chain that stretched out from the crane inside the shop.  It was 
easy, Will thought.  He had assumed there would be complicated hydraulic lifts and drivable 
forklifts operated by trained professionals with beer guts and slutty daughters.  But Dave was 
young and serious, the forklift was a heavily reinforced shopping cart, and the crane was pure-
steel Erector-Set.  Will looked down to the street and caught the eye of the trucker.  He shook his 
head like he was watching two drunks about to light a barbeque. 
Dave took up the slack on the chain.  The block shifted, and then it just slid free.  It stuck 
to the magnet, just like it was supposed to. 
Will hopped down guide it onto the waiting palette. 
“Don’t fucking stand under it,” Dave said. 
As it came down, Will disengaged the magnet, waited for Dave to raise it up again, and 




“The rest of these will go quicker,” Dave called down to the trucker.  “You’ll be out of 
here in no time.  If you go take care of the papers with Sharla up front, it’ll be done when you get 
back.” 
“I can’t watch this anyway,” the trucker said, as if the drunks had now set an entire pig 
on a raging fire.  “This place looks ancient.” 
That brought a laugh from Andy, who’d paused at his Madison. 










Dave was right, the rest did move more quickly.  Free space on the shop floor was in 
short supply.  The sixteen slabs were about four feet by three and quickly blocked up the bay 
door.  Will set two of the heavy pieces on a palette and used the forklift to clear them out of the 
way.  The loads pushed the lift to its capacity, and Dave jumped down to help him push without 
question. 
“Dave, about the restaurant,” he said as they set a heavy palette down.  “I should have 
minded my own business.” 
They walked back to the rig to unload the next two. 
“I shouldn’t have hit you, man.”  His biceps flexed with the memory.  “I hate it when I 
lose it like that.  I could have hurt you.” 
“I’m surprised you didn’t.  Is it off with your fiancée?” 
“I guess so,” he said as he hopped back up on the trailer.  “But the thing is, that wasn’t 
her.” 
“No shit?” 
Will swung the electromagnet out over the remaining four slabs.  As the stack lowered, 
the swing grew much less volatile when they took up the slack. 
“That was her sister,” he said sheepishly. 
“You dog.”  
Will laughed. 
“What the fuck are you doing in this shithole, Charlie?” Dave asked suddenly.  “If I had 




“It’s not so bad,” Will muttered. 
“Jesus,” Dave said.   
He set the magnet lengthwise in the middle of two slabs, so that half of it covered each 
one. 
“This is taking too long,” Dave said.  “We’re going to try these last ones two at a time.” 
Will had been amazed by the strength of the magnet through fourteen slabs.  But he 
couldn’t imagine it lifting two at a time. 
 “Are you sure?” 
“It should hold,” he said and tapped the gauge on the casing.  “The charge is good.” 
Will was back in charge of the switch box.  He hit the button to take up the slack. 
“Just take it up slow, and make sure those two palettes are side by side now.” 
Will positioned the palettes as told, so that they could set down the double load easily. 
He hit the button again, and the slabs came up as easily as before. 
“I don’t believe it,” he said. 
Dave grinned back. 
“Never underestimate the power of this old gear,” he said.  “Back up, Charlie.  I need to 
help you get this load down.” 
“I got it,” Will said. 
“Get back!” Dave shouted. 
Between them, two blocks hung like two bricks from a single staple. 
Will had the yellow switch box in his hand when he waved at Dave to tell him to stay up 




The magic of electromagnetism was evident in the fact of those two half-ton slices of 
steel held aloft by touch alone, but it didn’t last.   
Will held the yellow switch box in his hand when he waved and a full ton of steel rained 
down. 
Something wet flew towards Will and Dave was proven right again, he tried to catch it. 
The ground shook irrefutably.  Dave had one foot on the edge of the truck bed and one 
just on the bay ledge.  He was trying to sneak past the load, to help Will at the other end.  It was 
similar to the move Indiana Jones usually makes when he just barely squeaks under the trap door 
slamming shut, and saves his hat.  Will saw that he was rushing, but all the same, time stopped.  
Dave was jumping from the truck to the shop floor, and then he wasn’t. 
One block crashed down on the concrete inside and the other landed on the sidewalk 
outside.  The steel was on the magnet, and then it wasn’t. 
There was no between; nothing dropped slowly. 
The crane’s chain swung wildly.  Inertia jerked the electromagnet clean from its hook 
and it landed with a thud on Will’s steel toed boot. 
“Call 911!” Andy screamed. 
He knocked Will to the ground to get to Dave.  The yellow box slipped from Will’s hand.  
He fell awkwardly and his hands slipped on the black greasy floor.  He could not get up.  His 
boot was stuck to the magnet. 
The rough steel sat on the floor like it never should.  It lay flat, as if there were no one 
beneath it.  But there was. 





Will tried again to stand, but couldn’t.  The magnet not only gripped his boot, but also his 
leg, the iron in his blood, and the thoughts in his head. 
He found the switch for the magnet, and the charge needle dropped from full to off. 
Stan held Will on the ground.  It took him a second to understand what he was asking. 
“I’m fine,” he said.  And he could only point to the bay door. 
Will’s feet still tingled with the electromagnetic charge, which helped suck the visions 
from his head to the soles of his boots. 
He walked behind Andy and Stan, who had no words in them.  Stan held a cell phone to 
his ear. 
The steel on Dave lay before them.  
Will walked slowly across the shop, past the idle Madisons and the quiet Thompson.  
Dano and Sharla hustled in and their faces fell twenty years when they saw Will.   
He raised his hand, and only then saw that it was wet with blood. 
The driver saw the mess and burst out, “My truck!” before he understood. 
“I killed him,” he said. 
Dano and Sharla rushed past Will to the where the steel had fallen and they both cried 
out. 
“It’s my fault,” Will said. 
“Honey, take him to the office,” Dano said.  “Did someone call 911?  Make sure 





Outside, Will’s ears buzzed in the quiet sun.  Sharla walked him past his car, parked on 
the street where a few cars rolled slowly by, to the office.  The nearing sirens at first sounded 
like a strong wind. 
Sharla opened the door to the office and turned Will by the shoulders to force him to stare 
at her.  Her broad face had gone lax, as if there were little holding it to bone.  
“It was an accident,” Sharla said.  “I need you to sit down and collect yourself.” 
He sat in Sharla’s chair, the cushions flattened to fit her.  He felt like a boy in the 
impression of a giant. 
“I have to go be with him,” she said.  
That final clap of falling steel left a deaf ringing in Will’s ears that gave him vertigo.  
Will remembered a physics lesson from a high school teacher whose name was lost: In a 
vacuum, a feather falls as quickly as a brick.  Would the feather match the speed of 900 pounds 
of steel falling and crack the Earth as well?  Steel had fallen, but Will could not swear that he 
even saw it.  
 



















santa elena canyon 
All good liars tell one story that’s true.  The truth is wasted on the honest.  It means more 
to us.   
I told you about a place where my pops drove me one time.  It is the middle of summer.  I 
am a kid.  He has some business in Las Cruces and he packs me in the car to operate the cooler 
and fix his road drinks.  We leave San Antone at midnight and he only lets me piss every 300 
miles, which means exactly twice.  He takes a detour through a place where the mountains never 
get closer even though he’s hauling ass straight at them.  I imagine scorpions the size of 
elephants running up and down the slopes. 
He pulls over and we walk across the gray pebbles to the brown silt on the bank of the 
Rio Grande.  He tells me to jump in, but I think it looks nasty.  I kick off one shoe and get my 
foot wet.  Then he tells me to get a rock and picks one for himself.  I find a flat one and skip it in 
a few yards out from the bank.  He chucks his in a high, long arc that clears the whole damn river 
and hits the other bank and clatters against the rocks over there.  See that?  he asks.  I say, See 
what?  That’s Mexico, he says.  I don’t understand what he’s talking about.  I am eight at this 
point.  The rocks over there look just like the rocks over here.  The river water looks almost dirty 
enough to walk on, and too thick to swim in.  I sense the world like a dog does.  To me, Mexico 
is the orange shape on the map.  It cannot be the rocks out of my throwing range.  Pops tells me I 
have to throw another.  I throw pretty hard.  The water might be low but it is still pretty wide, for 
a kid at least.  I can’t do it.  I hear pops huff like he does when he watches me try to hammer in a 
nail and the gravel moves like he’s sitting behind me, so I keep at it.  When I start to get bored 




the mountains like fire ants.  I feel this choice that I have, to either stay and throw rocks or walk 
back up to the road.  It’s the creeping fear that makes it a hard choice.   He isn’t where he parked 
the car, and neither is the car.  This is how it is, then.  At eight years old, I get confused by 
feeling relief. 
I take in the isolation of the canyon, the crumbly brown walls, the milk and coffee river.  
The land on the other side.   
I find pops up around the bend, parked in the shade.  The AC moves his hair.  I mistook 
the engine idling for river noises.  When he sees me, there is a second or two pause before he 
shouts for me to move my ass or get left behind. 
That’s all true enough. 
I’m older now but I’m back in that same place in the Santa Elena Canyon.  It’s got to be 
the same place.   
When I first got here, there was nobody except a few old outcasts wasting time and 
telling lies about who they are, who they were, and where they came from.  Every one of them 
seems to be going to the same place, though.  Once again, I sit on that bank and tell lies with the 
old guys while we throw stones at Mexico.  I can hit the other side pretty easy now, but that 
won’t be enough to keep me happy for long.  
Time will do what it does, Will.  You should get down here and find me.  The first step’s 
hard, but the next million come quick and easy.  I’m going to keep talking until I see you walk in 
the door.  This place is called Lajitas.  Remember that name.  Keep saying it and you won’t be 
able to keep your feet from moving.  Lajitas.  Lajitas.  Lajitas.  Doesn’t that sound like 




good to be gone 
He drives hours until the sun begins to set to his right and miles of forest and mountain 
are eaten up like the yellow dashes under the hood. 
He stops at a Flying J outside of Burns, Oregon.  His legs buzz and his left hand has 
cramped from gripping the wheel for so long. 
“Your cigarette, sir.” 
He blinks at the attendant with the gas nozzle ready and drops his smoke into the ashtray.  
The guy has knuckles like old duct tape and a brown jumpsuit that may or may not be the station 
uniform. 
“How about you let me fill up my own tank?” 
“Oregon state law,” the attendant says.  “It confuses most people when they come 
through.  I heard Maine’s the same.  Where you from?” 
“I’m from here.” 
“Oh.” 
The trees of the Malheur National Forest crowd the horizon.  They tower like nothing in 
the city.  He hasn’t been out of the city since high school, when he drove to the coast with 
Charlie, James, and a few girls.  It rained and he refused to jump in the cold grey water with the 
others.   
Just in the distance, the peaks of Divine Ridge rise up like an angry inflammation in the 
setting sun. 





Gas hums into the tank.  He should switch his car for a beater on the side of the road, put 
his Charlie Bag in a new trunk, and wash his hands.  His name will change for good.  He can 
lose it completely and wander from town to town, another stranger with no name.  He sees a 
dead sea of faded brown dust.  The silver trailer is at home in the brittle shrubs.  Charlie Lowe is 
there, just like he said, sitting in a blue plastic lawn chair.  His name is no longer Charlie, but 
they know each other.  He’s got aviator sunglasses that cover most of his forehead down to the 
middle of his cheeks as if he wants to spot weld with that cold beer in his hand.  No surprise on 
his face when he shows up and pulls up an empty chair.  None at all as the two check each other 
out, men now but the boys they used to be still recognizable.  A shrug behind his mirrored 
glasses: how about that?  He says I knew you’d come, or What took you so long, or It’s about 
time.  A gust of wind pushes him back down a well he and the blue sky is swallowed up to a 
pinhole and he falls long enough for his guts to shift until the sharp rap signals that he is not 
about to land. 
He eyes the gas attendant with mistrust and rolls down the window to hand over some 
money. 
“I didn’t believe you were from Oregon,” the attendant says, pocketing the dollar change.  
“I had you pegged from somewhere else.” 
His hands look like they have been buried.  He doesn’t look the attendant in the face, nor 
does he respond.  He speeds off, feeling the man’s eyes photographing him every detail of the 




driving in the dark 
The temperature drops with midnight.  There is no conversations or company in flights of 
assumed exile, his true legacy.   
The 78 is a two lane blacktop that swings past Malheur Lake and cuts back and forth 
through Crooked Creek Range.  It is more arid here, ready for Nevada.  He feels reptilian, 
soaking in the chill and smelling the darkness.  The long trucks on the road struggle in the 
altitude. 
He can drive for twenty-four hours straight.  He stops to piss on trees in the pitch dark off 
the highway.  He is past sleep, but just in case he can get a few packets of truck stop speed from 
the next cash register.   
He still needs to wash his hands. 
Twenty-four hours can get him to Texas.  Closer to the border. 
The only map of Texas he has is a cartoon landscape dotted with ten gallon hats, happily 
spurting oil wells, and a landmark over the famous cities.  The Alamo.  A single blue star in a 
football helmet.  A shopping mall.  It shows Big Bend as a brown canyon wearing a sombrero 
next to a happy river.  There is no Lajitas, unless the burro in Mexico knows. 
 
The thin night air is cold. 
He drives with the window down and plays tricks with his arm in the wind.   
They have never taken him to Kenya.  The only picture he knows is from the wedding 
day.  They are dressed well and stand at the head of a collection of beefy faces.  They are in a 




the front porch of a villa is visible in the background.  Ethan called himself in exile once, Dottie 
slapped him.  He brought some money; she brought the beginnings of her son.   
He knows their story as Ethan tells it, but he doesn’t know the real story: the leaving. 
He drives past a small truck stop at the junction with the 95.  Large trucks slowly 





He passes through the cracked chocolate walls of a mountain split open by dynamite.  
The cliff walls rise up and out of the tunnel from his headlights. 
The lights begin on the unseeable horizon as the faintest hint of a neon smudge, that he at 
first mistakes for the coming dawn.  His tires grate when they catch a deep groove in the 
pavement that pulls the car to one side. 
The light grows brighter until he sees the desert casino and the sign with his old name 
ablaze in neon: Wendhover Will Casino Resort & Truck Stop. 
Wendhover Will is a desperado statue made entirely of light nearly thirty feet tall.  He is 
dressed in black but draped in lights.  A big fist holds fans a poker hand, and his eyes are hidden 
behind the low tilt of his cowboy hat.  The toothpick as big as a neon pool cue stuck between his 
lips suggests that his bluff will beat anyone’s best hand. 
The car is running on fumes, but he coasts past the gas pumps and parks between battered 
RV’s and trucks that all look abandoned. 
He carries his Charlie bag to the entrance where concrete has been painted brown to look 
like old wood. 
Inside is lit up for the godless casino hour.  A few  tired and ragged souls feed the 
machines coins from plastic cups.  The mirrored walls stretch the interior out forever, but in 
them he only sees the smashed yarn patter of the carpet and the flashing lights.  There are no 
people in the mirrors.  He is surrounded be people who don’t reflect.   A sappy synthetic 
rock ballad plays from wall speakers mounted behind the urinals.  For the first time since 




First, he peels off his blue work shirt and stuffs it into the garbage.  Then he scrubs his 
hands up to his elbows.  The foam washes off dark gray in the metal basin.  The blood and sweat 
and grease and grime comes off quickly, but some of it is persistent.  He will send some money 
to Dano for the shirt he took.  It wasn’t his to take.  He will pay back the money as well.  He can 
do that much, at least.   
He scrubs his arms twice and then again.  He fills the basin with cold water and 
submerges his face.  He comes up gasping for air.  He also plunges his ears and nose with brown 
paper towels, checking how much tar is still inside. 
A man built like two men walks to the urinal where it takes him a minute to reach under 
his belly. 
Will dries his hair with a paper towel and combs it with his fingers. 
“I don’t care if you’re in Reno, Vegas, or Orovada.”  The man says the last place like he 
doesn’t care how it should be pronounced.  “You can lose your shirt just the same.” 
The man lumbers to the sink next to Will and waves his sausage fingers under the tap.  
He has aviator glasses with yellowed lenses that cover half his face. 
Will sets the bag on top of the wet sink.  When he opens it, the man steals a peek inside.  
He whistles, as if a façade has melted away like wax paper. 
“You came to the right place,” he says.  “You got a name?” 
He smoothes his pockets before turning to face the man.  He has just under two hundred 
dollar to his name and an antique white gold wedding ring worth a whole lot more. 
There are roughly fifteen hundred ways a man like that can answer such a question, and 
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